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  1




  To Snitterings




  If there was one thing Blotto (properly known as the Honourable Devereux Lyminster) didn’t like about weekend house parties, it was the inevitable gathering-together of a

  large number of people with dark secrets in their past, along with the tiresome near-certainty that one of them would get murdered. Not to mention the unavoidable presence of a know-it-all

  polymathic amateur sleuth who would happen to be staying for the weekend. And the obligatory moment when the aforementioned know-it-all polymathic amateur sleuth would dragoon everyone into the

  library to tell them whodunit.




  So Blotto didn’t like going away to weekend house parties. In fact, he didn’t really like going away anywhere. Everything he loved and needed – like cricket and hunting –

  was readily available at his ancestral family home, Tawcester Towers.




  But noblesse oblige and all that rombooley. When his mother, the Dowager Duchess of Tawcester, announced that she, Blotto and his sister Twinks (properly known as Lady Honoria Lyminster)

  were going to spend a weekend at Snitterings, the ancestral family home of that premier Catholic family the Melmonts, he knew where his duty lay. He also knew, from long experience, the

  hopelessness of any attempts to go against his mother’s wishes. The Dowager Duchess had certain physical characteristics in common with a Mark IV tank, and was equally difficult to deflect

  from her chosen course.




  She also had another purpose that was ominous to Blotto. His mother prided herself on her match-making skills and the Melmont family boasted a daughter called Laetitia who was very definitely in

  the marriage market. In fact, she’d been in the marriage market since anyone could remember. She had been on the shelf so long that she was suffering from an advanced case of mildew.




  An attempt had been made to hitch Laetitia Melmont up to Blotto straight after she’d ‘come out’, and he remembered thinking at the time that, so far as he was concerned, he

  just wished she’d go back in again. He’d yet to find in any woman those fine qualities of loyalty and companionship that you found in a good horse.




  On that occasion the ghastly fate of matrimony had been avoided, but Blotto didn’t dare let his guard drop. To his mother an idea was like a bone to a terrier; however many times it got

  buried, it could still be dug up and chewed over again.




  Blotto had once put to her what he thought was the rather cunning argument that he shouldn’t marry Laetitia because she was Catholic. ‘Oh, that doesn’t matter the way it used

  to,’ the Dowager Duchess had replied airily. ‘The rules of society have relaxed considerably. These days people of our sort are even marrying Americans.’ Blotto should have known

  that there was never any way of getting round his mother.




  So when she announced that they were going to Snitterings for a long weekend – Thursday afternoon to Sunday, for heaven’s sake – to Snitterings they went. The Dowager Duchess

  had been with Pansy Melmont at one of those convent schools where girls of the right sort are taught to talk very loudly, wear tweed and sneer at their inferiors. Pansy had been skilfully

  manoeuvred by her parents into marriage to the Duke of Melmont. That unfortunate peer having succumbed to an excess of port and chambermaids, she had found herself in later life, like Blotto and

  Twinks’s mother, with the title of Dowager Duchess. And Blotto’s mother was a great believer in the principle that Dowager Duchesses should stick together.




  Blotto had wanted to drive over to Snitterings alone in the Lagonda, but his mother slapped a veto on that little plan. She suspected (quite rightly) that, given his own transport, Blotto would

  spend as much time away from Snitterings on various errands as he possibly could. She therefore mandated that she, Blotto and Twinks would all travel together in one of the Tawcester Towers

  Rolls-Royces, with Corky Froggett acting as chauffeur.




  Corky Froggett was a military man. Prepared from birth to give his all for King and Country, he was unable to disguise his disappointment when in 1918 King and Country had put an end to the war

  he was enjoying so much. A practical man, though, he did not brood on this setback, immediately transferring his undying loyalty from King and Country to his employers, the Lyminster family at

  Tawcester Towers. As he never ceased to tell them, he would readily lay down his life for any one of them. His only complaint about his life was that so few opportunities for laying it down

  occurred in the normal course of his chauffeuring duties.




  Corky Froggett had the voice of a lovable cockney, but the killing instinct of a piranha that had just had a row with its wife. His black uniform covered a body so muscular that bumping into it

  could cause serious damage to the bumper-into. And though he was loyal to every member of the family at Tawcester Towers, Blotto was the one to whom Corky Froggett saw himself as unofficial

  bodyguard.




  There was a logic to this. The Dowager Duchess cut such a daunting figure that no one had ever dared to threaten her. A look from her piercing blue eyes could freeze a tiger in mid-leap –

  and had once done so during a day’s hunting with the Maharajah of Pranjipur.




  Her elder son, Rupert Lyminster Duke of Tawcester, universally known as ‘Loofah’, did not need much protection either. His was not a personality full of get-up-and-go. He was more

  full of I-think-I’ll-stay-here-thank-you-very-much. Though he was entitled to attend the House of Lords and shape the future of his nation, he very rarely did. The only date on which he was

  guaranteed to be there was the Wednesday before Christmas when there was always a rather good Christmas lunch. In fact, the only – and indeed the greatest – challenge of Loofah’s

  life was to impregnate his angularly unappealing wife, known as ‘Sloggo’, with something that didn’t turn out to be another girl, and thus ensure the continuation of the Tawcester

  dynasty.




  So that left his two younger siblings, and though Blotto and his sister both got involved in hazardous scrapes, Twinks was far too intelligent to put herself in unnecessary danger. Her brother,

  on the other hand, approached unnecessary danger with the lip-smacking relish most people reserve for a cream tea. It was for this reason that having Corky Froggett to keep a protective eye on

  Blotto was entirely essential.




  The drive from Tawcester Towers to Snitterings on the Thursday afternoon was not filled with the sparkle of conversation. The Dowager Duchess slept, her snores shuddering through the leather

  upholstery of the Rolls-Royce like a stampede of distant wildebeest. Twinks, who was a bit of a brainbox, was reading Thucydides’ History of the Peloponnesian War in the original

  Greek, one of the many objects she kept in her reticule, while Blotto looked disconsolately out of the car window. He wasn’t much of a one for books. At least there was one called The Hand

  of Fu Manchu which he was quite enjoying, but he’d been reading it for two years and hadn’t got halfway yet.




  All he really wanted to do at that moment was be back at Tawcester Towers, preferably out in the field astride his splendid hunter, Mephistopheles. There was nothing at Snitterings that he

  looked forward to seeing, least of all Laetitia. He had detected a new purposeful beadiness in the Dowager Duchess of Tawcester’s eye, and feared it was not unconnected to match-making.




  Broken biscuits, what a gluepot, thought Blotto miserably. This weekend house party’s going to be about as much fun as a convention of undertakers. His impossibly handsome brow under its

  fine crest of blond hair wrinkled with distaste. His fine blue eyes lost their customary sparkle. Blotto’s brain wasn’t often troubled by thoughts, and most of those which did flit

  through the vacancy of his cranium were of an extremely cheering kind. But the one big thought that filled every cranny of his mind at that moment – the thought of going to Snitterings

  – really vinegared him off.




  After Corky Froggett had brought the Rolls-Royce to a perfect stop on the arc of gravel in front of the great house, he opened the doors to let out his passengers. The two Dowager Duchesses

  approached each other like a pair of mastodons with pearl necklaces and territorial ambitions. Under the Dowager Duchess of Melmont’s arm was clutched her adored Pekinese Clutterbuck. His

  poppy eyes and squashed-in face perfectly matched in miniature the features of his mistress.




  Since they had met at school, the friendship of the two aristocrats had always been based on intense rivalry. The Dowager Duchess of Tawcester had captured her Duke first, during the season in

  which she ‘came out’, and from that moment on Pansy had been determined to bag one of her own. It took a couple of years before she got her claws into the Duke of Melmont and since

  then, in the view of the Dowager Duchess of Tawcester, her rival had been just playing catch-up.




  The pair greeted each other at the entrance to Snitterings with smiles that could have frosted hot toddies. Each kissed the air at some distance from the other’s heavily powdered face.

  ‘How brave of you to wear mauve,’ the Dowager Duchess of Tawcester boomed at her friend. ‘It brings certainly out your complexion.’




  ‘And how clever of your dressmaker,’ the Dowager Duchess of Melmont honked back, ‘to come up with a gown which makes it look as though you actually have a waist.’




  These pleasantries exchanged, the two combatants advanced into the splendid interior of the house. Twinks looked back at her brother, dawdling with all the reluctance of a new bug at the

  beginning of term. She held out the hand that wasn’t holding her Thucydides. ‘Come on, Blotto me old gumdrop. Just think, in three days’ time, you’ll be back lighting the

  fireworks of fun at Tawcester Towers. You’ll be able to forget this weekend ever happened.’




  Blotto grinned ruefully at his sister. She was a Grade A Foundation Stone, old Twinks, always ready to give her big brother a jockey-up. A breathsapper of a beauty too, he thought, as the

  afternoon sun gleamed off the ash-blonde of her hair, and her perfect azure eyes beamed encouragement towards him.




  ‘Nice of you to try and bolster my sagging spirits, Twinks me old bloater,’ he said, ‘but I’ve a nasty feeling that this time Mater and the Melmont hippo mean

  business.’




  ‘Laetitia?’




  He nodded the nod of a man whose life sentence has just been commuted to hanging.




  ‘Oh, come on, you can get out of it, Blotto. You’ve managed before. Remember when Mater and the Melmont monster locked you and Laetitia into a Brighton hotel room and invited press

  photographers along? You got out of that by changing clothes with a member of the staff. And the Sunday smut-rags got their juicy story of a Duke’s daughter having a fling with a boot-boy.

  You’ve beaten the Dowager Duchesses before, Blotto me old whiffler, and you can do it again.’




  ‘I don’t know. Mater has in her eyes the look of an anaconda that’s identified the cow it’s going to swallow and live off for the next month. And in this case, I’m

  the cow.’




  ‘Oh, look, Blotters, you don’t even like Laetitia. You can’t let her be stuck on you like an unwanted corn plaster. Laetitia’s a –’




  But even as Twinks spoke, the subject of their conversation came skittering down the main steps of Snitterings, smiling winsomely and giving Blotto yet another opportunity to assess the threat

  she posed to his happiness.




  The Dowager Duchess of Melmont’s daughter’s heart may have been in the right place, but providence had been a little random in the disposition of her other body parts. She in fact

  looked like the Netherlands, completely lacking in contours (so much so that at school – and indeed for a long time thereafter – she had had the nickname of ‘the Snitterings

  Ironing-Board’). Her face bore the pallor of wallpaper that had had the sun on it too long. And her teeth were of a size to make piano tuners come over all wistful. Add to this a voice which

  could have sand-blasted the south elevation of Westminster Cathedral and you begin to have an accurate estimation of her charms.




  But it wasn’t Laetitia’s looks that put Blotto off the idea of marrying her. He had, after all, watched his brother Loofah bite the rather long bullet that was his wife Sloggo.

  Blotto knew that, for people like him, the right bloodline in a spouse was infinitely more important than such evanescent details as physical charms. It was nothing personal. Laetitia didn’t

  put him off. It was the very idea of matrimony always that made him feel like he’d swallowed the whole lemon.




  Once on the gravel drive, Laetitia gambolled towards them like a particularly girlish lamb. Even Blotto, the most chivalrous of men, was unable to suppress the thought that girlish gambolling

  was not the ideal style of movement for a woman of her proportions.




  From long experience, he tensed his leg muscles in anticipation of the vocal typhoon ahead. Twinks, unprepared and slighter in physique, bent daintily backwards like a sapling as Laetitia began

  to speak.




  ‘Blotto! Twinks! Darlings!’ she bellowed at them. ‘It’s simply scrumplicious to have you here at Snitterings!’ She enveloped Twinks in the kind of embrace sea

  anemones reserve for particularly slow shrimps.




  She then turned to Blotto. Before she could repeat the sea anemone manoeuvre he stretched out his hand. Disappointed, Laetitia took it. Hers in his felt like uncooked veal.




  ‘Oh, Blotto!’ She fluttered eyelashes like woodshavings at him, before blaring out, ‘Isn’t it wonderful? A whole long weekend! Now we’ll really have a chance to get

  to know each other!’




  He caught the look of pitying amusement in his sister’s azure eyes as feebly he enthused, ‘Pure strawberry jam with dollops of cream, Laetitia.’




  Blotto wasn’t very good at having new thoughts. So he had the same one again: Broken biscuits, what a gluepot.
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  Romance in the Air




  Dinner that Thursday evening at Snitterings made Napoleon’s retreat from Moscow look like the height of jollity. While the two Dowager Duchesses sniped endlessly at each

  other, Blotto had to keep trying to avoid the gaze of the besotted Laetitia. He thought she was probably trying to make cow’s eyes at him, but her physical limitations prevented her from

  coming up with anything better than frog’s eyes.




  Twinks wasn’t faring much better at her side of the table. The current Duke of Melmont was, like his sister, as yet unmarried, and he had invited down some of his former Harrovian friends

  ‘to liven things up’. For Blotto, an Eton man, their presence was about as welcome as a slug in the shower. What’s more, he quickly established that none of the stenchers had

  played or even liked cricket. In fact, like the Duke their host, none of them had ever displayed any talent for anything other than spending their large inherited fortunes.




  They were all large young men with protruding elbows and knees who, in common with most of their class, had never progressed beyond adolescence. Braying unintelligible anecdotes about their

  school days, all of which prompted fusillades of raucous laughter, they behaved as British public school boys normally do in the presence of a beautiful woman. They blushed, sniggered, and muttered

  hilarity-inducing innuendoes behind their hands. Twinks, with one of the young blades either side of her, found the whole business very tiresome.




  To cast an even deeper shadow over the evening there was present, as Blotto had gloomily anticipated, a know-it-all polymathic amateur sleuth who just happened to be staying for the weekend.

  Troubadour Bligh was a small man in tight-cut dapper evening dress and spats (which even Blotto, who never took much interest in protocol, knew were inappropriate for dinner wear). The sleuth

  affected long silver hair and a golden monocle. His fingers bore far more rings than a gentleman would wear and – to add to his social solecisms – there was an aura of lavender water

  around him. Blotto was the most reasonable of men is most respects, but when it came to scent . . . well, he did feel quite strongly that chaps should smell of chap and nothing else.




  Troubadour Bligh, though without breeding of any kind – and dining amongst his betters – still had no inhibitions about dominating the conversation at dinner. All he could talk about

  was his prowess as an investigator. His voice too grated; it was high-pitched and quick, sounding more like a woman’s than a man’s. Blotto had heard dark rumours at school that there

  were some chaps who were more like women than men in other details than their voices. Before, he had always dismissed the notion as completely outside the rule book, but as the sleuth prattled

  girlishly about another of his investigations, Troubadour Bligh made him wonder.




  ‘Of course the Belgian police were at their wits’ end – not that they had to go very far to reach them – and they begged – no, they implored – me to cast my

  beady little eye over the scene of the crime. Well, I’d intended my time at Ostend to be complete relaxation – after all I’d just solved the Case of the Patagonian Three-Legged

  Jaguar – but they were so insistent – almost pathetic in their entreaties – that I said I would. The first thing I noticed – which of course nobody else had picked up

  – was that the top had never been on the bottle of ink. In fact it belonged to a different bottle of ink completely, which had been substituted for the one on the Countess’s

  escritoire. It took only a sniff of the ink for me to recognize the distinctive aroma of a poison extracted from the sap of the Upholas tree by the Aspoko tribesmen deep in the heart of the

  Amazonian jungle. As I’m sure you know, Upholas resin is fatal not only when ingested, but also if it gets into the bloodstream through an open wound, however small. A scratch by a bramble,

  even a pinprick could prove fatal if it was touched by the poison. Suddenly it was clear to me why the short-sighted Countess’s nail brush had been replaced by a cheese grater, causing those

  minuscule abrasions on the fingers of her left – left, I say, her writing hand. The Belgian police could not believe how quickly I was able to point a finger at the perpetrator of this

  . . .’




  And so he droned on. Blotto shuddered inwardly. Being stuck at Snitterings really was the flea’s armpit. Even without the threat of a simpering Laetitia hovering on the edge of his

  peripheral vision. The normally heart-warming prospect of hunting on the Saturday didn’t cheer him up that much. The hunting wouldn’t be as good as it was at Tawcester Towers –

  nowhere was it as good as it was at Tawcester Towers. And no animal the Snitterings stables might come up with could match the majesty of Mephistopheles.




  Everything about the weekend was so predictable. Particularly the presence of the repellent Troubadour Bligh. The first few times he’d gone to a weekend house party at a stately home where

  there was a know-it-all polymathic amateur sleuth present, Blotto had been quite excited when the murder finally happened. Now, as an entertainment, it was as commonplace as Musical Chairs at a

  tots’ birthday party. Blotto could hardly summon up the energy to cast an eye round the dinner guests, wondering which one of them would be bumped off. Mind you, when his scrutiny landed on

  the Duke’s school chums, he could think of a few suitable candidates.




  His look around the table had the unfortunate, but entirely predictable, effect of making him catch Laetitia’s eye. She clearly thought this was deliberate, and simpered winsomely. Now, in

  Blotto’s view, there were very few women in the world who could get away with winsomeness, and Laetitia Melmont belonged firmly to that vast majority who couldn’t. His only comfort was

  that it would soon be time for the ladies to withdraw. Thank God for that tradition. At least it dictated that men and women should have some respite from each other’s company.




  But the cheer he took from that was short-lived. He couldn’t even look forward to the welcome release of a few quiet brandies in the billiard room after the ladies retired. In all

  probability the loathsome Troubadour Bligh would adjourn there too. And, even if he didn’t, the Duke’s cronies would no doubt make the atmosphere insufferable with their reminiscences

  of torturing new bugs, and their off-colour jokes about that Great Unknown Territory – women. Then it would only be a matter of time before they started throwing billiard balls at the

  Snitterings fine collection of Old Masters.




  Blotto felt extremely vinegared off.




  The Friday lived up to the ghastliness of the Thursday evening. There was nothing for Blotto to do. November was the wrong time of year for cricket, and from what the other

  guests were saying, he gathered there wouldn’t have been a match even in the summer. The Duke’s pusillanimous dislike of the game at Harrow had stayed with him for life, and his cronies

  were equally antipathetic. This disturbed Blotto. He could never really trust a man who didn’t like cricket.




  There was tennis, however. Really a summer game, but the Snitterings groundsmen had kept the grass of the courts in fine trim. Though of course he and Twinks played to international standard,

  Blotto had always dismissed tennis as a ‘woman’s game’. Still, better than nothing. A vigorous half-dozen sets might help to dissipate the unaccustomed gloom that was building

  within him.




  But, unfortunately, Laetitia was present when the idea of tennis was proposed. ‘Oh, how scrumplicious!’ she boomed. ‘We can take on all comers in the Mixed Doubles, can’t

  we, Blotto?’




  ‘Well, er, um . . .’ He tried desperately to invent an excuse, but he couldn’t without lying. And Blotto didn’t like lying. This was partly due to his being an English

  gentleman, but also because he had a fatal tendency to forget what lie he’d actually told and end up in some ghastly gluepot as a result.




  That’d be really hoopee-doopee!’ Laetitia went on. ‘I’m sure we’ll make a teriffulous pairing, Blotto.’ Her pale lashes twitched like moths caught in a

  spider’s web. ‘In tennis, as in everything else.’ On these last words she dropped her voice so low it could only be heard one county away.




  Blotto couldn’t come up with anything other than another ‘Well, er, um . . .’




  Now, he knew that not everyone could be as naturally gifted at sports as he and Twinks, but he’d never encountered anyone with as little instinct for tennis as Laetitia Melmont. Her

  favoured serve was a double fault, and it never seemed to occur to her to move towards where the ball was going to land. Even when the pill came straight at her, nine times out of ten she missed

  it. As a result, Blotto had to cover the whole court like a demented bluebottle to avoid their being thrashed. Fortunately he was a good enough player to compensate for his partner’s

  deficiencies and they managed to emerge as winners.




  What was embarrassing about the situation, though, was that Laetitia regarded every point he salvaged as an act of chivalry. He was her White Knight, doing everything for her. This put Blotto

  into something of a fire and frying pan dilemma. His natural sporting instinct made him rush for every ball like a cheetah on spikes, even though he knew that every successful retrieval was being

  interpreted by his partner as further proof of his love for her. He was as torn as a vegetarian cannibal.




  Meanwhile on the adjacent court, Twinks, in a tennis dress as diaphanous as thistledown, proceeded to give lessons in singles to the Duke’s old Harrovian chums. Each of them lumbered on to

  the court, confident of trouncing the slight figure at the other end. And each of them reckoned that a victory on the tennis court would give them some sort of seigneurial claims on their defeated

  opponent. Though none of the chaps had actually spent much time with girls, they all knew that there was nothing an attractive filly liked better than a sporting hero. Once they’d shown

  Twinks their prowess on the tennis court, she’d melt into their arms like a chocolate mousse in a hot marquee.




  As each of them in turn dragged their aching bodies off the court, of course something else had happened. It wasn’t only in their scores that love had featured so prominently, it was also

  in their hearts. They had all fallen madly in love with Twinks. It was inevitable. Her exertions had brought a new rosiness to her perfect cheeks, and her victories a new sparkle to her azure eyes.

  The Duke’s Harrovian chums could no more have resisted falling in love with her than ageing jockeys could resist bribes.




  And every one of them had as much chance of engaging Twinks’s affections as a greengrocer does of joining a gentlemen’s club.




  The Friday evening’s dinner was even more excruciating than the Thursday’s. Prompted no doubt by Laetitia, the Dowager Duchess of Melmont had arranged the

  placement so that her daughter was actually sitting next to Blotto. Now, to add to the attempted cow’s eyes directed at him throughout the meal, if he ever let his hand rest for more

  than a second on the crisp linen of the cloth he had to deal with a veal-like hand placed on top of it. And beneath the table one of Laetitia’s substantial legs kept trying to coil itself

  around his dress trousering. The horror of the situation struck Blotto dumb.




  Since the Duke’s Old Harrovian chums spent the entire dinner gazing in soupy silence at his sister, conversation round the table flowed like congealed gravy. The Duke seemed to have caught

  his friends’ affliction. Mouth agape over his non-existent chin, his fish-eyes too were fixed on the object of their fantasies. Twinks herself was far too used to this happening to be fazed

  by it, but if no one was going to make conversation to her, she didn’t feel in the mood to make any back.




  As a result, the only voices that could be heard were those of the two Dowager Duchesses exchanging decorous insults.




  ‘How unfortunate, Evadne,’ the Dowager Duchess of Melmont would say, ‘that the Lyminster Rubies can’t be seen at their best, being so close in colour to your

  complexion.’




  ‘I’d rather have that, Pansy,’ the Dowager Duchess of Tawcester would respond, ‘than wear a pearl tiara that’s exactly the same colour as my hair.’




  Blotto caught another burst of frog-eye from Laetitia. He winced inwardly and tried to stop the wince from showing outwardly. As he felt the toes of a large foot tickle his leg above his sock

  suspenders, he began to think of the next day’s hunting in a more favourable light. The sport might not be up to what was available at Tawcester Towers, but at least he’d heard Laetitia

  say firmly that she didn’t like hunting and wouldn’t be participating. He would get some time away from her cloying presence. At least that was something to look forward to.




  But even as he had this comforting thought, he felt the blast of her voice in his ear. ‘You know I said I always hated hunting . . .’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Well, I always have, but I think that’s simply because I’ve never done it in the right company.’




  ‘Oh?’




  ‘I’m sure if I went hunting with you, Blotto, I’d really enjoy it.’




  ‘Oh, I don’t think you –’




  ‘No, my mind’s made up. I am going hunting with you tomorrow.’




  The outward wince which he had been restraining all evening shuddered across Blotto’s face.




  He hadn’t slept well either night at Snitterings. The room he’d been allocated was not one of the best. The front-facing bedrooms of the house commanded a splendid

  view over miles of unspoilt Melmontshire countryside. Blotto had got one at the back. The only view it commanded was of the stables, the garages, the kitchen garden and the outdoor privies (still

  used by the estate workers, who were not allowed to bring their muddy, clumping hobnails inside the house proper).




  The room was tall, gaunt and chilly. Though the autumn days were warm, by night cold draughts infiltrated their way into Snitterings through ill-fitting window frames, slid along the cracks

  under doors and joined together into malevolent winds which moaned through the corridors and galleries of the place. The bedding in Blotto’s bedroom smelt musty with damp.




  Nor throughout the night was there ever a moment’s silence. Snitterings was an old house and its component parts creaked like the limbs of an ancient man. Any running of a tap or flushing

  of a lavatory was the cue for a fifteen-minute concerto of clanging, drumming and gurgling. From the bedrooms of both Dowager Duchesses, rivals even in their snoring, the sound as of approaching

  earthquakes rumbled through the house. Sometimes Blotto’s sleep would be disturbed by the shriek of a chambermaid, whose bedroom had been invaded by one of the Duke’s Old Harrovian

  cronies (fortunately too drunk to offer any threat to the girl). And of course after five in the morning, when the staff rose, the clattering, clanking and banging from downstairs made further

  repose impossible.




  It didn’t seem like it, but Blotto must have slept a little, because at some point he woke up. And he woke up with a stuffed head and a streaming nose. Two nights in the damp sheets of

  Snitterings had given him a cold.




  Now normally he wouldn’t even have considered such a trifle. Blotto did not indulge in fripperies like pain. After all, hadn’t he once steered the Eton First Eleven to victory with

  an unbeaten hundred and seventeen, only to discover later that he’d done it with a broken ankle? Hadn’t he won the Two Hundred Yards Dash with four cracked ribs? A trifle like a cold

  was never going to keep Blotto from a day’s hunting.




  So he leapt out of bed with his customary vigour, anticipating the delights of the breakfast chafing dishes downstairs. He remembered his mother’s old adage: stuff a cold and starve a

  fever. Time for him to get stuffing. But then he stopped. An idea was burgeoning in his brain.




  From long experience, he gave it time to burgeon. Ideas never flashed into Blotto’s brain; they glowed there slowly under a lot of clinker.




  But when this one finally did burst into flame, he had to admit it was a real buzzbanger. He had a cold – what a spoffing great gift! He would do what other people did in that situation.

  He would announce that he was indisposed and therefore could not go hunting.




  But he’d do it cunningly. If he broke the news too early, Laetitia Melmont might seize the opportunity to make a similar announcement, though without the excuse of a cold. And he’d

  have to spend the whole day with her chasing him around the corridors of Snitterings.




  So he dressed in hunting gear and duly went downstairs to stuff his cold. Kedgeree, bacon, sausages, kidneys, scrambled eggs, toast and marmalade – he ate the lot. And fortunately his

  presence at the breakfast table didn’t coincide with Laetitia’s. Though he did have to suffer further puerile braying from the Duke’s Old Harrovians. Still, it wasn’t going

  to be for long. Though they didn’t possess the nuanced skills required by cricket, they all liked the simpler pleasures of seeing animals killed, so they were all going off hunting. The

  solitary day ahead of him became even more attractive.




  As he left the breakfast room he met his sister, splendid in her tenue de chasse. A day spent in the field with such a breathsapper was going to make the Duke’s cronies drool even

  more.




  ‘Twinks,’ Blotto whispered urgently, ‘I’m going to cut the hunting.’




  ‘Really?’ She had never expected to hear those words issue from her brother’s lips.




  ‘Suffering from a heavy cold. Not to mention rather a surfeit of the Laetitias.’




  ‘Ah.’ Twinks understood perfectly. ‘So why are you dressed like that?’




  ‘Part of a plan,’ he confided. His sister waited in trepidation. The track record of Blotto’s ‘plans’ was not without blemish. In fact, it was solid blemish from

  one wall to the other.




  ‘If Laetitia were to see me in mufti, she’d get a whiff that the Stilton’s iffy. So I’ve togged myself up and I’m going to wait till everyone else is mounted before

  the “Yoicks Tally-ho!” Then I’ll make my announcement.’




  ‘But –’




  ‘And I want you to help me, Twinks, me old bloater.’
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