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Abroad Thoughts from Home


‘Do you know the Nawab of Patatah?’ asked Ponky, whose surname, though spelt ‘L-a-r-r-e-i-g-h-f-f-r-i-e-b-o-l-l-a-u-x’, was pronounced, as anyone in his Old Etonian social circle (in other words, anyone who mattered) knew, ‘Larue’.


‘No, sorry,’ said Blotto. He was always ready to admit ignorance, which meant that, given the sieve-like quality of his brain, his life contained a great many such admissions. ‘I can never remember songs. And I’m a real empty revolver when it comes to tunes. Ears made of the finest Cornish tin, I’m afraid.’


‘We’re not on the same page,’ said Ponky. ‘The Nawab of Patatah was actually one of our fellow muffin-toasters at Eton.’


‘Oh, we’re talking about a boddo, not a song, are we?’


‘Yes. Surely you remember him? His school trunk was encrusted in diamonds.’


‘Not tinkling any tinkerbells, I’m afraid,’ said Blotto.


‘He was rich beyond the dreams of avarice.’


Blotto shook his head. ‘Don’t know her either.’


‘Who?’


‘This Avarice droplet who does the dreaming.’


‘Also, he had dark skin,’ said Ponky. Such details might have been noticed in the predominantly white Anglo-Saxon environment of Eton before the Great War.


But Blotto again shook his fine head of blond hair. ‘Nothing rattling in the old memory box, I’m afraid.’


‘He did play cricket,’ Ponky offered.


Enlightenment spread immediately across Blotto’s patrician features. ‘Oh, that Nawab of Patatah!’ he cried. ‘Once carried his bat with an unbeaten hundred and two in the Eton and Harrow match.’


‘That’s the Johnnie!’ Ponky confirmed. ‘Tiddle my pom!’ He lay back, lanky, goggle-eyed and chinless, a representative product of the British public school system. Ponky Larreighffriebollaux permanently wore the expression of someone who had just been informed that his great-grandfather was a tadpole.


‘Ah, yes,’ Blotto continued. ‘I’ve popped the partridge in the right pigeonhole now. Mind you, I never called him the Nitwit of Pyjamas or whatever it was you said.’


‘No?’


‘No. I always called him “Foursie”.’


‘“Foursie”? Why?’


‘Because he kept hitting fours.’


‘Ah.’


‘If he’d kept hitting sixes,’ Blotto elaborated, ‘I would have called him “Sixie”.’


Ponky Larreighffriebollaux nodded at the unarguable logic of this. He thought he could contribute something to the discussion. ‘And if he’d kept hitting tens, you’d have called him “Tensie”.’


‘Good ticket,’ Blotto agreed readily. Then he was struck by something which a person more versed in the works of Shakespeare would have recognised as ‘a pale cast of thought’. ‘Except you can’t hit a ten in cricket.’


‘No,’ Ponky conceded. ‘You’ve pinged the partridge there, Blotters.’


Blotto, more formally known as Devereux Lyminster, younger son of the late Duke of Tawcester and younger brother of the current one, lay contentedly back on the greensward at the edge of the Tawcester Towers cricket pitch. It had been a good day, the annual match between the home team and Ponky’s occasional line-up called the Peripherals. Most of Ponky’s boddoes were old muffin-toasters from Eton, whose every googly and cover drive Blotto had studied since he first donned long white trousers. Though his own team was made up mostly of Tawcester Towers domestic staff, with the chauffeur Corky Froggett as wicketkeeper, Blotto, as ever, had led them to victory. His own contribution of an unbeaten total of two hundred and thirteen runs, together with bowling figures of eight for forty-three, had obviously helped, but Blotto wasn’t the kind to see sport in terms of personal achievement. It was the team effort that meant everything to him.


He looked through half-closed eyes, lids reddened by sunlight, at the scene before him and reflected how fortunate he was to live in the most beautiful countryside in the world. (There was a great deal of the world that he hadn’t actually seen, but Blotto felt supremely confident that no other vista could hold a candle to the splendours of the Tawcester Towers estate. It was one of many things that he felt supremely confident about. Such an outlook was just one of the advantages of being born into the British aristocracy.)


It was an evening in late summer. The heat of the day still hung on the breeze that gently rustled the leaves of ancestral oaks. Swallows climbed and swooped in the sky, feeling there was no point in flying South while the weather in England remained so clement. (Indeed, if they’d had any sense, they never would have flown South at all. Abroad was never as nice as home.) Blotto, while not recognising the reference, would have agreed wholeheartedly with Robert Browning’s observation that ‘God’s in His heaven – All’s right with the world!’


‘Anyway . . .’ said Ponky diffidently, ‘I asked if you knew the Nawab of Patatah . . .’


‘Yes,’ Blotto agreed. ‘And we established that I did.’


‘But, actually, Blotto, me old Victoria Sponge, I wasn’t just asking if you knew him . . .’


‘No?’


‘No. I was asking if you knew him with a view to my saying something about him . . .’


‘Oh,’ said Blotto, utterly bewildered.


‘Sort of initiating a conversation about him . . .’


This only confused Blotto further. All the word ‘initiating’ brought to his mind was unsavoury recollections from early days at Eton of heads being pushed down into toilet bowls while the chain was pulled.


‘Well,’ Ponky went on, ‘the fact is, the Nawab of Patatah was recently in this country, pongling round various cricket pitches and playing the odd game . . .’


‘Toad-in-the-hole!’ said Blotto. ‘Was he?’


‘Yes. He’s on his way back home now. Sailed from Southampton last week. But I met him at a match we played against the Oxford Occasionals and we got talking. And – tiddle my pom! – he’s only invited me to take a Peripherals Eleven to play a series of return matches out there.’


‘“Out there”?’


‘In India, Blotto, me old tub of tooth powder.’


‘“In India”? But surely, Ponky, the Indians don’t play cricket in the winter, do they? They must get as cold as bare feet on an iceberg.’


‘No, they do play and they don’t get cold. You see, Blotters, the Indians have different seasons from us.’


‘Do they? Well, I’m totally crab-whacked. That really is a bit of a rum baba. What’s wrong with the old spring-summer-autumn-winter routine? It’s worked all right for us for a good few millennia.’


‘No, you’re still shinnying up the wrong drainpipe.’ Ponky tried to explain. ‘In India, they do have the same seasons as us, but just have them different times of the year.’


‘Why, in the name of snitchrags, would anyone do that?’


‘It’s because of the climate. In the winter it’s warm in India. And they couldn’t have their cricket season at the same time as us, because of the monsoon.’


Blotto’s furrowed patrician brow now showed such befuddlement that Ponky decided to cut to the chase. ‘Blotters, you just take my word for it – out there, cricket will be played right through the winter. And all I’m asking is: would you be up for beating the blithers out of a few balls in India?’


‘Would I, by Denzil? Nothing would tickle the old trouser-press better!’


‘So, you’re up for it? You’ll sign on the dotted?’


The answer was so obvious that Blotto just asked, ‘Is the King German?’


But then a cloudlet of doubt shadowed that same patrician brow. The doubt was prompted by a recollection of the Tawcester Towers plumbing. While an untutored observer might wonder about the relationship between cricket and plumbing, anyone inside Blotto’s family circle would instantly recognise the problem.


Tawcester Towers, in common with many English stately homes, prided itself on tradition. The fact that little had changed on the estate since one of William the Conqueror’s co-conquerors had witnessed the laying of the building’s foundation stone, was regarded very much as a plus rather than a minus. What had been good enough in the eleventh century should be more than adequate for the twentieth. In Blotto’s circle, there was still a definite twinge of regret about the ending of the feudal system.


Change came slowly to places like Tawcester Towers. The convenience of electricity had been grudgingly allowed on to the premises, but the expense of updating the ancient pile’s ancestral plumbing was a constant source of anxiety. Ripping out the whole system and replacing it with 1920s state-of-the-art piping and radiators was beyond the dreams of that ancient Greek king whom Blotto always referred to as Creosote.


As a result, a series of botched repairs and short-term fixes ensured that the plumbing was a constant drain on the Tawcester Towers resources. And a recent flood on the premises, which had put the kitchen out of commission for a month, meant that Blotto was in no position to contemplate expensive foreign travel for no more lucrative purpose than the playing of cricket.


But quite how he should spell out this problem to Ponky Larreighffriebollaux presented another difficulty. Nothing was worse form for people of their class, particularly people who had been fellow muffin-toasters at Eton, than talking about money. And the situation was even worse in the case of Ponky who, although he never talked about it, was well known to have the old jingle-jangle pouring out of his ears and every other available orifice. To mention to him that things were a little tight in the trousering department would be way beyond the barbed wire.


Blotto tried to think what excuse he could come up with to get him out of the current gluepot. He wasn’t good at trying to think. He wasn’t good at thinking either, come to that. He wished his infinitely brainy sister Twinks was on the scene to help him out. She was a whale on having spoffing good ideas of how to get a boddo out of a hole.


But she wasn’t there. She’d watched some of the cricket and then pongled off into the house. Probably now in her boudoir, employed at one of her leisure activities . . . like translating Dante’s Divine Comedy into Urdu. Blotto would have to sort this thing out on his own.


He racked his brains. It didn’t take long. There never had been much there to rack. He focused his mind (such as it was) back on their days at Eton. What had been the only excuse then for a boddo not to do something?


Injury! Yes, that was it – injury.


‘Sorry to put lumps in your custard, Ponky me old sausage skin, but I’m afraid I can’t take the Indian commission.’


‘Why ever not?’


‘Crocked my kneecap.’


‘When was this? It didn’t seem to affect you out on the pitch. You were playing like a Grade A foundation stone.’


‘Yes, well . . . It hasn’t happened yet.’


‘What do you mean?’ asked a bewildered Ponky.


‘Crocking the old kneecap. The moment of crockdom hasn’t yet arrived.’


‘So, when is it going to arrive?’


‘Between now and . . . erm, when you’re due to export the Peripherals to India.’


‘Ah.’ This explanation did not seem to lessen Ponky’s bewilderment. ‘How do you know?’


Blotto hadn’t prepared properly for these supplementary questions. ‘Erm . . .’ he said. ‘Because it’s happened before.’


‘Oh?’


‘Yes, I get a fumacious twinge in my knee about . . . er, two months before it’s going to crock itself.’


‘And you’re feeling that twinge now?’


‘Yes. Just a little flicker of a twinge.’


‘Well, that’s a tick in the tickety-boo box,’ said Ponky.


Blotto’s fine brow furrowed. ‘Sorry, not on the same page, me old butter knife . . . ?’


‘The Peripherals take ship in a fortnight. Journey to Bombay round three weeks. Out there making with the willow on leather for a month, then back to Blighty. Your kneecap won’t crock till we’re on the return voyage.’


Rodents, said Blotto to himself, unable to share his old muffin-toaster’s enthusiasm.


‘Oh, do say you’ll join the cavalcade, Blotters,’ Ponky pleaded. ‘The Nawab of Patatah will be so disappointed not to get our best bellbuzzer of a batsman . . .’


‘Sorry, me old collar stud. I’d be worrying all the time about the kneecap crocking.’


‘. . . particularly since he’s offered to pay all the expenses of the trip.’


‘“All the expenses of the trip”?’ Blotto echoed, cautious about trusting his ears.


‘Yes, the whole shooting-match is going to be the Nawab of Patatah’s treat.’ Ponky looked with concern at his companion. ‘What’s that strange expression on your old tooth-trap, Blotters?’


‘It’s just my twinge untwingeing.’


‘What, you mean you will join the Peripherals’ tour to India?’


Blotto could have asked again whether the King was German. He didn’t. He just said, ‘Toad-in-the-hole!’


And, goodness, he meant it.
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A Peripheral Problem


Ponky Larreighffriebollaux was very pleased that Blotto had consented to join his Peripherals tour. Disproportionately pleased. ‘Tiddle my pom!’ he kept saying. ‘This really is the panda’s panties! With you on the strength, Blotters, we’ll be rolling on camomile lawns! Assuming, that is, that they have camomile lawns in India.’


He kept saying things like this so often that even someone as slow of perception as Blotto started to suspect an overreaction. ‘I’m as tickled as a ticklish trout that you’re such a happy hedgehog, Ponky. But you don’t have to spill over the froth. This is only me agreeing to go on a cricket tour, not the second coming of the Memsahib.’


‘I think you possibly mean “Messiah”, Blotters.’


‘Ah yes, perhaps I do.’


‘“Memsahib” means something else. You’ll see a lot of them in India, though.’


‘Messiahs?’


‘No. Memsahibs.’


‘Ah. I’ll look forward to meeting them.’


‘Wouldn’t be so sure about that, Blotters.’


‘But, come on, Ponky, uncage the ferrets. Why are you so fizzulated that I’m on the tick-in?’


‘Erm . . .’ His old muffin-toaster looked slightly shamefaced. ‘Fact is, Blotters me old shoelace-threader, I was finding getting an eleven together a bit of a tough rusk to chew.’


‘Well, I’ll be jugged like a hare! Surely not? An all-expenses-paid cricket tour to India is the real meat and two veg with lashings of mustard. Any of our old muffin-toasters from Eton would give their left ventricle for a chance like that!’


Ponky Larreighffriebollaux shook his head sadly. ‘I’d have thought the same, Blotters, but you wouldn’t believe the fumacious gluepots that some of our best and bravest have got themselves into.’


‘Toad-in-the-hole! What, you mean trouble with the Boys in Blue?’


‘No. Well, a few have pongled off down that road, obviously. Whiffy O’Nostril is in Dartmoor at His Majesty’s pleasure for passing off leadpenny fivers at Ascot, and Bubby ffrench-Leeve is doing a stretch in Parkhurst for impersonating a policewoman, but that’s not what’s really thinned the ranks.’


‘Then, for the love of strawberries, me old wingnut, tell me what has put lumps in your custard?’


‘Two terrible things, Blotters. The first is . . .’ Ponky Larreighffriebollaux shuddered ‘. . . marriage.’


An instinctive, parallel shudder ran through Blotto’s finely tuned body. ‘Marriage?’ he echoed fearfully. Then, appalled, ‘Not you?’


‘No, no. My wrists are still free of the handcuffs, but as for the rest . . .’ Ponky shook his head grimly. ‘I’m afraid the scourge of matrimony has cut a swathe through the brightest and best of our generation. A lot of the old thimbles with whom we used to share our youthful dreams and muffins have succumbed to . . .’ another shudder ‘. . . wives.’


Blotto matched his old chum shudder for shudder.


‘Some,’ Ponky went on, ‘have even got children.’


‘Surely,’ Blotto protested, ‘boddoes of our breeding don’t need to let details like that get in the way of their enjoyment? Throughout my childhood, my aged Ps showed no signs of being aware of my existence.’


‘That’s all changing,’ said Ponky dolefully. ‘A lot of our contemporaries feel that having wives and children are an impediment to going to play cricket in India for three months.’


‘The stenchers . . .’ Blotto breathed, in a state of shock.


‘But that’s not the worst thing . . .’ Ponky continued.


Blotto, whose imagination could not come up with the notion of a worse thing, steeled himself for the next revelation.


‘A distressing number of the boddoes I asked,’ said Ponky, ‘said they were unable to join the Peripherals in India . . . for reasons of work.’


‘Work?’ Blotto felt his very saliva sullied by the unfamiliar word.


‘Yes, me old windscreen wiper. I’m afraid a lot of our old muffin-toasters seem to have taken the commercial shilling.’


‘But why?’ asked a bewildered Blotto.


‘Because a lot of them are short of the old jingle-jangle.’


‘People of our breeding have always been short of the old jingle-jangle,’ Blotto asserted, ‘but that has never before driven us to work.’ He encrusted the word with disdain. ‘People like us live on inherited wealth.’


‘And when our inherited wealth runs out . . . ?’


‘Then we borrow more and build up more credit with tradespeople.’


‘But what happens when those tradespeople demand payment?’


‘We tell them to remember their place! That’s how things have always worked for the aristocracy, from the feudal system onwards.’


‘Hm,’ said Ponky with gloomy thoughtfulness. ‘I’ve a feeling things may be changing, Blotters.’


‘Don’t talk such utter globbins! You know what you sound like, Ponky me old horseshoe nail?’


‘No?’


‘A Socialist.’


Both men were silenced by the pronouncement of that terrible word. Blotto was profuse with his apologies. ‘Sorry, don’t know what came over me. Didn’t mean to say it out loud. Just shock at your talking about some of our muffin-toasters actually . . .’ He had a couple of runs at the word before he managed to articulate it ‘. . . working.’


‘I feel bad for mentioning it, Blotters me old Victoria Sponge.’


‘Don’t don your worry-boots. No icing off my birthday cake, Ponky.’


‘No, but . . .’


Blotto now felt more in control of himself. ‘When you talk about some of our muffin-toasters actually working, you mean managing their estates, don’t you, not actually going out to work?’


Ponky Larreighffriebollaux was unable to provide the reassurance his friend required. ‘No, I’m afraid some of them do go out to work.’


‘What, like common people . . . oikish sponge-worms like doctors and stockbrokers and solicitors?’


Ponky nodded ruefully.


‘Well, I’ll be kippered like a herring!’


‘Tiddle my pom!’ Ponky agreed. ‘It’s absolutely the flea’s armpit. A lot of the boddoes from the old school whom I’ve asked to join the jollities say their bosses won’t let them have the time off.’


Blotto’s noble brow furrowed. ‘“Bosses”?’ he echoed the unfamiliar word. ‘And what’s a “boss” when he’s got his spats on?’


‘A “boss” is someone for whom another person works, someone they have to obey.’


‘But surely that doesn’t apply to people of our breeding, does it, Ponky me old wireless valve?’


‘Increasingly it does, I’m afraid. The days of the private income are numbered.’


‘Broken biscuits,’ Blotto murmured in shock. ‘It’s that murdy Socialism again, isn’t it? Next thing they’ll be banning fox-hunting.’


Both of them had a good laugh at the incongruity of the idea. Then Blotto returned to less frivolous matters. ‘So how many boddoes have you got for your Peripherals line-up?’


‘You bring the tick-up to eleven, Blotters.’


An indrawn breath. ‘No twelfth man?’


‘No twelfth man,’ Ponky confirmed lugubriously.


‘And you’ve popped the quezzie to everyone?’


‘Every last muffin-toaster. The bottom of the Old Etonian barrel has been scraped dry.’


‘Hm. Bit of a risk taking no twelfth man cover . . .’


‘Don’t I just know it, Blotters.’


‘Particularly going to India,’ Blotto added darkly. He’d never tasted Indian food, but it had a reputation. ‘Only takes one iffy curry . . .’


Ponky finished the sentence for him. ‘. . . and the Peripherals would be making the wrong kind of runs.’


‘You’ve popped the partridge there.’


‘As you can imagine, Blotters, I’ve been wringing out the braincloth, trying to come up with a name for a suitable twelfth man.’


‘Good ticket,’ Blotto agreed. Then that rare phenomenon, an idea, irradiated the echoing spaces of his cranium. ‘Of course, as you saw in today’s match, my chauffeur, Corky Froggett, is no dolly with the wicketkeeper’s gloves on. And something of a boundary-basher at the crease.’


Ponky Larreighffriebollaux didn’t say anything, but a look at the pain etched in his old chum’s face told Blotto how far he’d overstepped the mark.


‘Sorry, brainbox not in gear. Of course, wasn’t thinking. Didn’t mean to play the dunce’s part. Momentary mind malfunction. Corky’s a Player, not a Gentleman.’


‘You’re bong on the nose there.’ Ponky couldn’t keep a note of reproof out of his voice. As he knew well – and Blotto would also have known well if he’d been concentrating – in the world of cricket there was a very rigid distinction between the two categories. Gentlemen were gifted amateurs with private incomes who played for the sheer pleasure of the sport. Whereas Players were professionals who stooped to the ignominy of being paid for their services (and, to make things worse, sometimes actually practised). To put it simply, Gentlemen were Blotto and Ponky’s ‘type of people’, while Players were oikish pond-life from the lower reaches of the British social system. (But, to demonstrate the selfless magnanimity of the upper classes, the Gentlemen behaved towards the Players almost as if they were normal people.)


‘So Corky’s way beyond the barbed wire,’ Blotto confirmed gloomily. ‘Are you sure you’ve tried all our old muffin-toasters? Including the ones we didn’t like?’


‘I even got as low down the barrel as “Snotrags” Prideaux.’


‘“Snotrags” Prideaux?’ Blotto echoed in disgusted amazement. ‘The stencher whose father, at the beginning of every term at Eton, used to deliver him in a baker’s van?’


‘The very same.’


‘The “Snotrags” Prideaux, whose grandfather sold jellied eels in the Balls Pond Road?’


‘None other.’


‘The “Snotrags” Prideaux, whose school fees were paid for by the estate of a thimble-rigging bookmaker in Shoreditch who’d been sharing the same umbrella as the boy’s mother?’


‘That’s the Johnnie.’


‘The “Snotrags” Prideaux who was never invited to anything because he was, by five circuits of the Grand National course, “not our sort of boddo”?’


‘You do know who I’m talking about, then?’


‘Do I, by Denzil! You asked him to join the Peripherals?’


‘Yes.’


‘That’s not scraping the bottom of the barrel. That’s halfway through to Australia underneath the barrel!’


‘I know.’ Ponky Larreighffriebollaux hung his head in shame.


‘Anyway, what did the bucket of bilge-water say?’


‘Said he couldn’t do it.’


‘“Couldn’t do it”? He’d never had an offer like that in all his bornies. Why, at Eton “Snotrags” Prideaux was not even asked to act as a human toasting fork at the Bullies’ Bonfire. What limp-rag excuse did he offer for turning down the Peripherals?’


‘He’s touring the world in his luxury yacht.’


‘Toad-in-the-hole! Did he buy that with more jingle-jangle from the squiffball bookie in Shoreditch?’


‘No, he made it in the City. Flaunted his Old Etonian credentials to get a berth in a stockbroker’s, bought the right shares at cat’s meat prices and, when the whole rombooley went belly-up, licked off the cream. Made millions.’


Blotto allowed himself a patrician shudder. ‘How vulgar,’ he said. At least the money the Lyminster family didn’t have was inherited.


It was silently, but mutually, agreed that there would be no more mention in their conversation of ‘Snotrags’ Prideaux.


‘So,’ Ponky recapped ruefully, ‘I’m still missing a twelfth man.’


A beam spread over Blotto’s face, heralding the arrival of that rare visitor, an idea.


‘Rein in the roans there, Ponky,’ he said. ‘I think I know where we might find something to fit that particular pigeonhole.’









3


Twinks Is Out of Sorts


Twinks’s boudoir was as elegant and fashionable and feminine as its owner. The décor of the rest of Tawcester Towers favoured the traditional. Indeed, very little had changed there in the previous century. The Lyminsters were, generally speaking, not the kind of people who noticed their surroundings. They only noticed if something was different. And anything different was, by definition, unwelcome. If dark wood panelling broken up by dusty family portraits and rusty suits of armour had been good enough for the last three generations, then surely it was good enough for the current one? And if the panelling was here and there stained and distressed by the passage of the years and by flooding from the Tawcester Towers plumbing . . . well, only nitpickers with too much time on their hands would notice details like that, wouldn’t they? Dust, as all the Lyminsters knew, was the patina of good furniture, and every part of Tawcester Towers was generously spread with it.


The boudoir, however, could not have been more different from the rest of the house. It was the private domain wherein Twinks communed with herself. (She did in fact spend a surprising amount of time communing with herself – she so rarely encountered anyone else of comparable intellect.) Though not a slave to fashion, in the boudoir she had matched the best efforts of London’s top interior designers with distinctive touches of her own. The result was a welcoming nest of pale silks, laces and brocades which breathed aristocratic femininity.


(A question that had frequently occurred to Twinks was whether her mother, the Dowager Duchess of Tawcaster, had introduced comparable evidence of a woman’s influence into her own bedroom and boudoir. Her instinct was for an answer in the negative. But it was a response she would never be able to prove. In common with most young people of her breeding, Twinks had never been inside her mother’s bedroom or boudoir. The Dowager Duchess was a great believer in the old adage, ‘Children should be seen and not heard.’ But, during Blotto and Twinks’s childhood, she had ensured that they weren’t seen much, either.)


Many young women of Twinks’s age would have made their boudoir a base for the military planning that went into the secret and mysterious processes of beautification. Their dressing tables would be sentried by bottles and pots and powders and potions, which would be used with punctilious and time-consuming skill to produce the perfect image for a Hunt Ball. But Twinks had been endowed with such perfect natural beauty that the only enhancements it ever required were a thin lick of lipstick and the occasional dab of rouge.


So, her boudoir was dedicated to more cerebral pursuits. It was there that she applied her colossal brainpower to problems of translation. Instead of make-up, the surfaces were piled high with dictionaries in languages ranging from Serbo-Croat to Shoshoni. Her eager intellect experimented with languages in the same way other girls might with hairstyles.


And it was also in the boudoir that Twinks did the basic thinking involved in her other great passion, the business of detection.


On the day that Ponky Larreighffriebollaux suggested the Indian cricket tour to Blotto, his sister was out of sorts. She had just thwarted yet another of her mother’s matrimonial plans for her and, as with anything involving the Dowager Duchess, the process had been a sticky one.


Though her upbringing had taught her that the discussion of money was vulgar, the old battleaxe was not unaware of its importance. Amongst her class, of course, the only respectable way of getting money was by inheritance, and if you hadn’t personally inherited enough of the old jingle-jangle, the solution was to marry someone who had. This was why the Dowager Duchess devoted so much energy and scheming to the business of finding a suitable husband for her only daughter. It was not only the family honour that was at stake, but also the Tawcester Towers plumbing.


As a result, over the years, a wide array of amorous swains had been lined up as potential husbands for Twinks, and she had had to use all of her considerable ingenuity to frustrate the plans to entrap her.


One problem afflicting many aristocrats in her position mercifully passed the Dowager Duchess by. Paddling exclusively in the same gene pool for many centuries did not necessarily engender beauty in young women of their class. Prominent teeth, flat chests, emaciated gangling and its reverse, a very English kind of curtailed dumpiness, bedevilled the matrimonial ambitions of many mothers. But the perfection of her daughter’s beauty removed all such anxieties from the Dowager Duchess of Tawcester. The infant Twinks had charmed everyone she met and, as she grew into womanhood, men fell for her with the frequency of guardsmen during a heatwave. A single look at her reduced ducal heirs to ever deeper levels of patrician inarticulacy and persuaded confirmed bachelor earls of the benefits of matrimony. Twinks, in spite of her brilliant head for figures, had long ago lost count of the number of proposals she had turned down.


Though of impeccable breeding, none of the candidates, of course, could hold a candle to Twinks intellectually, and in many cases she only had to wait until the poor greengage in question did something stupid enough to rule himself out. It wasn’t too tricky. Like the girls who were her contemporaries, most of the men she was dealing with came from depleted stock, weakened by generations of effort trying to cultivate chins.


But Twinks could never quite relax. The Dowager Duchess’s determination was only matched by her daughter’s and, as the years passed, the struggle between the two superpowered women grew in intensity.


Her mother’s latest offensive had been the most difficult yet for Twinks. Because somehow the Dowager Duchess’s trawling through the depths of Debrett’s had contrived to ensnare someone with that most unlikely of aristocratic qualities – intelligence.


His name was Barrington Flexby-Cruise, and he was the second son of the Earl of Worthing. Now normally second sons were bad news. They didn’t inherit the title and, their noses permanently out of joint, had a propensity for getting into scrapes and dubious company. One had only to look at the British Royal Family to find plentiful examples. Except for shining paragons of chivalry like Blotto, second sons were not the kind of people a boddo would want to go into the jungle with. Jealousy of their older siblings warped their minds. The law of primogeniture was not conducive to familial harmony.


But Barrington Flexby-Cruise was an unusual second son. His late father had solved the perennial aristocratic problem of too little jingle-jangle by the extreme measure of marrying an American. His bride had arrived in Britain from Texas with, not only inexhaustible oil wealth, but also some very startling American ideas. Among these was a resistance to the principle of primogeniture. Yes, she was happy for the title to pass to her elder son, but on her husband’s death, she insisted that the money should be distributed equally between all of their children, even – and this caused much harrumphing in stately homes – the daughters.


So, untrammelled by any title beyond ‘Honourable’, Barrington Flexby-Cruise was an extraordinarily wealthy young man. Also, for someone of his class, he was surprisingly intelligent, one of those rare examples where generations of inbreeding had not led to vacuous imbecility, but to exceptional sharpness. He had actually read Classics at Oxford – and not on one of those closed scholarships reserved for brainless younger sons of the aristocracy. His achievement had been based on merit, and he had come away with a First Class Honours degree.


He was good-looking, too. Even Twinks, for whom the gold standard of attractiveness in a man was her brother, had to acknowledge Barrington’s physical charms. Tall, languid, with floppy dark hair, he glowed with health and fitness. The only blemish on his perfect skin was a brown mole about the size of a farthing. But it was on his right forearm and thus hidden, except when he rolled his sleeve up. Which only happened when he played cricket or tennis. No, Twinks couldn’t deny that Barrington Flexby-Cruise was a dashed tasty slice of redcurrant cheesecake.


Her brother gave him the pass mark too. As a rule, Blotto didn’t take much notice of his sister’s amorous swains. There were so many of them for a start. He seemed to have spent most of his life watching men falling for her like hoardings in a hurricane. And their moments in the sun of her pleasure were so short that it never seemed worth the effort of getting to know them.


But he approved of Barrington Flexby-Cruise. The young man was adept at adjusting his conversation to his company. When with Blotto he steered clear of the kind of intellectual badinage that went down so well with Twinks. He was sufficiently skilled and knowledgeable to discuss the minutiae of cricket and hunting in the kind of depth that Blotto favoured. He also frequently expressed his admiration for Blotto’s cricket bat, something that never failed to go down well with its owner. That, along with appropriate respect for the wisdom of his hunting horse Mephistopheles and the beauty of his car (a Lagonda), could not fail to endear him to his beloved’s brother.


No, Blotto reckoned, if Twinks did end up twiddling the old reef knot with Barrington Flexby-Cruise, then it was fair biddles so far as he was concerned. More than fair biddles, actually. Barrington was a thoroughly decent greengage who’d absolutely fit the available pigeonhole in the Lyminster family trophy cupboard. Which, coming from Blotto, was high praise.


Needless to say, Twinks’s suitor was also a relative of the Lyminsters. If you went back far enough, most people of their acquaintance were. As has been observed, the aristocratic gene pool was a shallow one (and most of its products were pretty shallow too). But Barrington Flexby-Cruise was the exception that proved the rule. He was actually not that distant a relative. As he once joked, it would only take the death of three or four people for him to inherit the Dukedom of Tawcester. Therefore, he was, so far as the Dowager Duchess was concerned, perfect husband material.


It might have been thought that her daughter would see him in the same light, but Twinks was not so convinced. She could not deny that it was undoubtedly a pleasure – and a novelty – to speak to someone of her own class who’d read a book. It was also a relief to share conversations with a man on subjects other than hunting, cricket and what slugbuckets foreigners were.


But some aspects of Barrington’s character she found less appealing. Growing up so much cleverer than all of his family and friends had engendered in him a sense of superiority, which made him undervalue – or indeed totally discount – the opinions of others. And this applied particularly when those others were women.


Now Twinks was by no means a militant suffragette. Perhaps the unquestioned dominance of the Dowager Duchess at Tawcester Towers when she was growing up had bred in her the conviction that women could do everything at least as well as men – and, in most cases, a lot better. But she didn’t need to fight for a vote to prove her complete superiority. Her great enjoyment of food would never allow her to contemplate a hunger strike. And she certainly had far too much respect for horses to contemplate throwing herself in front of one.


Anyway, having a vote didn’t bother her. She couldn’t see any circumstances in which she would use it. Of course, she had nothing against the House of Lords. Her older brother, the Duke of Tawcester (universally known as ‘Loofah’), was a member (though he very rarely put in an appearance, except for the excellent Christmas lunch). So, the Lords were very definitely their sort of people.


But the House of Commons Twinks had no time for. She was of the view that it wasn’t called ‘Commons’ for nothing. None of its members was of the kind who would ever be allowed into her social circle. They were oikish sponge-worms from the lower classes. Some of them hadn’t even been to public school . . . and there were rumours that a few spoke with northern accents.


And yet, unaware of their presumption – and indeed not knowing their place – stenchers like that had the temerity to pass legislation which they insisted the rest of the country should obey. Twinks was firmly of the view that for her to use her vote would only encourage them. Thank goodness people of her breeding still had some standards. When it came to politics, she shared her mother and brother’s regret for the passing of the feudal system.


The longer she spent in the company of Barrington Flexby-Cruise, however, the more aware she became of how little he respected the opinions of women. He behaved with that old-fashioned gallantry which, in many men, disguises the fact that they regard all members of the opposite sex as pea-brains. And though the brain of Twinks had been likened to many magnificent objects, it could never have been compared to a pea.


Mind you, it took her a while to realise what Barrington was really like. He was so different from the usual aristocratic numbnoddies she encountered that, at the start of their acquaintance, she did for a few weeks allow herself to believe that she might finally have met a man who was her intellectual equal. Barrington Flexby-Cruise was very definitely in with a chance of carrying off the infinitely rich prize that was Twinks . . . until he gave himself away with one fatal phrase.


They had been discussing the works of Keats. This was already an advance on the average conversation she conducted with men of her own class. The last time she had raised the subject with one at a Hunt Ball, the voidbrain had asked her what a Keat was. But Barrington not only knew the poet’s name, he could also quote at length from ‘To Autumn’ and The Eve of St Agnes. Twinks was spellbound as he expatiated on the virtues and limitations of the Spenserian stanza. A not-unappealing vision opened up before her of a lifetime of breakfasts over which the two of them would discuss iambic pentameters, alexandrines and ottava rima. Had Barrington Flexby-Cruise asked for her hand at that moment, he might have gone straight into the Winner’s Enclosure.


However, unfortunately for him – and perhaps fortunately for Twinks – the conversation took another turn. ‘I’m afraid I must leave soon,’ said Barrington, ‘and give up the inestimable pleasure of your company.’


‘Oh,’ said Twinks, in a tone almost of disappointment. It was the Monday morning after a weekend house party at Tawcester Towers. She had taken pleasure in his company too, and regretted that the time to part had arrived.


‘I have to go to London,’ Barrington explained. ‘To see my man of business.’


‘Ah.’


‘Just a regular monthly meeting we have. To check on how my investments are doing.’


‘And what,’ asked Twinks, ‘is the nature of those investments?’


‘Oh,’ Barrington replied, ‘don’t you worry your pretty little head about things like that.’


It was a fatal error. Once having been said, the sentence could never be unsaid. The harm was done. Twinks’s brain instantly rolled up the fantasy of breakfasts spent discussing verse forms with Barrington Flexby-Cruise and locked it in the cupboard of broken dreams. She would breakfast alone for the rest of her life. Or perhaps sometimes with Blotto, listening to his vacuous tales from the hunting field and the cricket pitch.


Barrington Flexby-Cruise would no longer feature in Twinks’s life. Nobody who said ‘Don’t you worry your pretty little head about things like that’ ever had a hope of featuring in her life.


The Dowager Duchess, unsurprisingly, took a different view of the situation. It wasn’t her daughter’s marital happiness she was worried about. It was the shattered vision of the Tawcester Towers plumbing being permanently fixed by generous infusions of Texan oil money. She really thought that, in the form of Barrington Flexby-Cruise, she had found the solution to that perennial problem.


So, when Twinks announced that Barrington was yet another amorous swain she had no intention of ever seeing again, the temperature of her mother’s permafrosted visage plummeted further. The Dowager Duchess left her daughter in no doubt about her displeasure. (Never one to hide her feelings, the old lady’s craggy face would immediately register emotions ranging from dislike to loathing. And as to her finer feelings . . . generosity, empathy, love . . . she didn’t have any of those.)


So, within Tawcester Towers there now existed a state of undeclared war between the Dowager Duchess and her daughter. Twinks herself was not happy about the situation. From the nursery onwards – perhaps because it took one to know one – she had recognised and respected her mother’s deviousness. She knew she had to be on her guard. Though apparently frustrated in her first sortie, the Dowager Duchess could be relied on to make further attempts at infiltrating Barrington Flexby-Cruise into her daughter’s life
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