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Poor Relations


‘It’s absolutely the lark’s larynx,’ Blotto confided in the stable to his hunter Mephistopheles, ‘being born with a whole canteen’s worth of silver spoons in one’s mouth. But if there is one major chock in the cogwheel to being an aristocrat, then it’s the poor relations.’


Mephistopheles whinnied reassurance. Though horses of his breeding didn’t actually have any poor relations, he was always ready to sympathise with his young master’s troubles.


And it wasn’t something that he had to do very often. Devereux Lyminster – universally known as Blotto – younger son of the late Duke of Tawcaster, was possessed of an emotional gamut that usually ran from ‘Pretty Jolly Cheerful’ to ‘Deliriously Happy’. He wasn’t much given to introspection. He left gloomy thoughts to intellectual types – clergymen, undertakers, poets and people like that.


Blotto had indeed been dealt a good hand in the poker game of life. His family history could be traced back to the Norman Conquest. He was blessed with extraordinary good looks, of the blond thatch of hair and piercing blue eyes variety. Though not aware of it, he was fatally attractive to women and when at Eton had inspired hero-worship in a whole generation of younger boys. The fact that his intellectual capacities made the average fruit fly look like a Regius Professor was not something that caused him any anxiety. He knew that if he got into some kind of glue pot where brainpower was needed, it could be readily supplied by his incredibly gifted sister, Honoria Lyminster – universally known as Twinks.


So long as Blotto didn’t have to stir from the beloved environs of Tawcester Towers, and so long as he participated, according to the season, in plentiful amounts of hunting and cricket, he required nothing else of life. He possessed in abundance all the ingredients for happiness.


So Mephistopheles always noticed when his owner was in a less than sunny mood. He whinnied again to show solidarity and waited for the young master to reveal more confidences of which he, being a horse, would not understand a word.


‘You see,’ Blotto went on, ‘every family has poor relations. It’s just something that people of our class have to put up with – a bit like mumps or measles or chicken pox. You know, and you expect a few of the wretched pineapples to be hanging around at Christmas time. But they never stay long. The Mater sees to that.’


He knew whereof he spoke. Blotto’s ‘Mater’, the Dowager Duchess of Tawcester, was not a woman to be underestimated. Carved from the living rock of history, since her husband the late Duke had died she had run the Tawcester Towers estate with a rod of iron. (As a matter of fact, she had done the same before her husband died. His will had never been a match for hers. His was always the velvet fist; hers the iron glove.)


Blotto and – to a lesser extent – Twinks had from birth been in awe of their mother. She had never believed in ‘modern’ ideas of mollycoddling her offspring. The Dowager Duchess’s principles of childcare involved her seeing as little of her progeny as was humanly possible, delegating their upbringing to the brutal regime of a series of nurses and governesses. So effective had this approach been that when Blotto and Twinks appeared at their father’s funeral, the Dowager Duchess did not recognise them and had to be introduced.


Her attitude to people outside the immediate family was even more frosty. Members of her own class existed only to be belittled. And when it came to poor relations, she was in her element. Her skills in patronising were legendary and she used them like a flamethrower. Not many of the poor relations who gathered at Tawcester Towers on Christmas Eve made it through to Boxing Day. Most, by then unable to resist the withering power of their hostess’s insults, had scurried off back to their humble homes.


There was some proverb Blotto could never quite remember, about fish and guests starting to smell after three days. With his mother in charge of festivities very few invitees lasted even that long.


‘You see, Mephistopheles,’ his master went on, ‘what makes the whole thing a bit of a candlesnuffer for boddoes in my sit is that you never know how many spoffing relations you’ve got. What you do know for sure is that it’s a guinea to a groat that they’ll be poor.


‘It all goes back to the Middle Ages, when there were a lot of what were called “domestic” marriages . . .’ He hesitated for a moment. ‘I’m not sure that’s the right word. ’Fraid I’m a bit of an empty revolver when it comes to words. No, “dynastic” – that’s the one. That’s the trout I should be tickling. Anyway, in these “dynastic” marriages, the sons and daughters of aristocrats were used like counters in a game of Ludo, shoved around the board and made to twiddle up the old marital reef knot with some other unlikely poor greengage with the right breeding. Wasn’t to do with love or any of that rombooley – mind you, it very rarely is nowadays either for people of our class. You wouldn’t believe the number of fillies the Mater has tried to get me trotting up the aisle with over the years. I’ve managed to escape the noose so far, but one day she’ll have me collared.


‘Anyway, back then – you know, in the Middle Ages, this “dynastic” marriage biz was just about increasing the size of their parents’ estates – or in some circs, countries. Very rare to have an aristocratic wedding in those days where the bride and groom spoke the same language, let alone had anything else in common.


‘Result is, people like us have got relations all over Europe, who might pop up at any moment like moles in the middle of the spoffing lawn. Which is what has happened with our latest unwanted visitors, the Bashuskys.’


Mephistopheles whinnied, perhaps acclaiming the fact that Blotto had finally got to the point. It was always difficult to know precisely what mental processes were going through that magnificent equine head.


‘They’re seventeenth cousins forty-three times removed or something vaguely round that map reference. And they’re about as welcome as slugs in a shower. Four of them – Count Igor, Countess Lyudmilla and their bliss-bereft offspring, Sergei and Masha. Well, they got in touch with my brother . . . you know, the Duke of Tawcester, though of course we always call him Loofah . . . and said they were relations and Loofah thought for some reason that the decent thing would be to invite them down for a weekend. Which would all have been creamy éclair, had they left at the end of the weekend. Which they didn’t. They stuck on like barnacles to a ship’s bottom. And because they’re family, we’re expected to entertain the lumps of toad-spawn for as long as they choose to stay here.


‘I keep saying they should go back to Russia, but for some reason apparently they can’t go back to Russia.’


‘The reason they can’t go back to Russia,’ announced an approaching voice that trilled like quicksilver, ‘is because of the Revolution.’


Blotto looked round as his sister Twinks wafted in on a wave of more exquisite perfume than that to which the stable was accustomed. Her beauty was, as ever, flawless. Hair so blonde as almost to be silver, cut in a fashionable bob, surrounded a perfectly shaped face whose ivory pallor was enlivened by the rose-red of her lips and the paler pink of her cheeks. Under the pleasing arches of her eyebrows sparkled a pair of azure eyes, whose colour darkened at times of high emotion almost to the depth of sapphires. Her slight figure was gracefully draped in a short dress of silver-grey silk above white silk stockings. She was the kind of iconic woman to elicit paeans of praise from sensitive poets. Though from the kind of people she met in her social circle she was more likely to hear cries of ‘By jingo, you’re a proper corker!’


Being her brother, Blotto of course didn’t notice any of this. All he did notice was that, like his, her disposition had lost its customary sunniness. ‘What’s pulled your face down the wrong side, Twinks me old biscuit barrel?’ he asked.


‘It’s Sergei,’ she replied.


‘Sergei Bashusky?’


‘How many other Sergeis do you know?’ she demanded with uncharacteristic pettishness.


‘Not a great many,’ her brother was forced to confess. ‘Anyway, what’s the stencher done to tweak your toenails?’


‘He’s fallen in love with me,’ Twinks replied as though announcing some global epidemic.


‘Oh, come on, me old frying pan, you ought to be used to that by now. Ever since I can remember, boddoes have been falling for you like giraffes on an ice rink.’


‘I know, but none of them has been as persistent as Sergei Bashusky. He hangs on like a burr to a beagle’s belly.’


‘But I thought you were quite good at dampening down chaps’ ardour, Twinks.’


‘Yes, usually I can scrub ’em off my dance card with no twinges. But with Sergei it’s different.’


‘Is that because he’s Russian?’


‘Could be. Never the most cheery of races, I’ve heard. They’d take brollies to the French Riviera in August. So maybe that’s what makes Sergei say what he says.’


‘And what does he say?’


‘He says if I don’t love him as much as he loves me, then he’ll coffinate himself.’


‘Toad-in-the-hole!’ said Blotto. ‘What, so you don’t come up with the silverware and then he’ll string a rope over a rafter?’


‘I think his favoured method is a revolver.’


‘Well, I’ll be jugged like a hare! What a wonky wheeze! Poor boddo’s not even out of his teens, is he? Can’t imagine why anyone would want to say “Goodbye, sunshine” at that age,’ said Blotto with complete honesty. His mind could not encompass the idea of someone feeling so low as to contemplate such extreme measures.


‘Mind you,’ he said encouragingly, ‘I’ve heard that a lot of boddoes who say that kind of globbins don’t mean it. They’re just crying fox.’


‘Wolf,’ said Twinks.


‘Sorry? Not on the same page, me old bread bin.’


‘The expression is “cry wolf”, not “cry fox”.’


‘Oh, that’s a bit of a rum baba.’


‘Why?’


‘Well, we don’t have any wolves in this country, do we? Whereas we’ve got lots of foxes.’ He patted the neck of his hunter affectionately. ‘Though there soon won’t be so many of them if Mephistopheles and I have anything to do with it.’


‘Yes.’ Twinks had long ago learnt that there were some conversations with her brother that were not worth pursuing, so she moved on. ‘But the wasp in the jam in this case is that I don’t know whether Sergei really means it or not. I mean, if I just dismiss his suggestion with a tinkling laugh and he goes on to pop some lead in his brainbox . . . well, I’m going to feel just the tidgiest bit responsible . . .’


‘Guilty?’


‘No, I didn’t say “guilty”. You should know, Blotto, that people of our class never feel guilty for anything they’ve done. Otherwise we couldn’t maintain our fine historical traditions of mutilating serfs, making money from the slave trade and being rude to the servant class . . . oh, and waiters. Could we?’


‘No,’ her brother agreed. Then he had a thought. This was an event of such relative infrequency that he could never restrain a huge beam when it happened. ‘I say, Twinks me old nailbrush, I’ve just had a buzzbanger of an idea.’


‘What is it, Blotto me old china toothmug?’


‘Well . . .’ The beam spread further across his impossibly handsome face. ‘If you were to say to Sergei Bashusky that his advances towards you are about as welcome as a snail in your salad and, so far as you’re concerned, you’d like him to drop off the edge of the world . . .’


‘Ye-es,’ said Twinks cautiously. She’d heard too many of her brother’s ideas over the years to be overly optimistic about their practicability.


‘. . . then,’ he went on, ‘Sergei might well take his revolver to some quiet and out-of-the-way place . . . and coffinate himself!’


‘I’m not sure that I—’


‘Wait!’ Blotto held up a hand to interrupt his sister. ‘I haven’t finished yet. Then all you have to do is get Count Bashusky to fall in love with you, then turn him down and – presuming these things run in Russian families, which they probably do – you tell him to strike his tents too, and he’ll go off with a revolver to some quiet and out-of-the-way place and . . . So then you’d be two down. All you’d have to do next is to get Countess Bashuskaya and Masha to fall in love with you . . . then you turn them down . . . they go to some quiet and out-of-the-way place . . . they coffinate themselves and . . .’ Blotto spread his hands wide in appreciation of his own genius ‘. . . we no longer have any of the Bashusky family getting under our feet and up our noses at Tawcester Towers!’


There was a long silence. Then Twinks said, ‘Hm . . . But, Blotto me old windscreen wiper, do you really think that fits in with the Lyminster code, the principles of noblesse oblige? To behave as you suggest would be absolutely outside the rule book for people of our breeding.’


Blotto didn’t contest what she said. Though he still thought his idea was a real buzzbanger, he could not resist the force of his sister’s argument.


‘Oh, broken biscuits,’ he said, with the vehemence of the disappointed.
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Russian Gloom


‘I want to go back to Moscow,’ announced Masha, for maybe the fiftieth time that day. She stood by the mantelpiece, with one elbow on the marble surface and a cheek resting on her drooping hand. Her dress, highly fashionable though it had been at the court of St Petersburg in 1917, was now faded and darned in many places. (Twinks, who was by nature generous, had suggested to her mother that she might offer her distant cousin some of the elegant cast-offs from her own wardrobe, but had received a characteristic rebuke from the Dowager Duchess who said, ‘Great heavens, no! We don’t want to encourage the stenchers.’)


In similar pose, like a matching bookend, Masha’s mother Countess Lyudmilla Bashuskaya, also had an elbow on the mantelpiece and a cheek resting on a drooping hand. Her dress too had a shabby, dated look, making her appear older than her years.


Either side of mother and daughter, again with elbows resting on the mantelpiece, stood Igor and Sergei Bashusky. The Count was wearing some kind of military uniform decorated with an excessive amount of Ruritanian frogging in tarnished gold. Across the expanse of his slightly grubby white waistcoat stretched a dull red sash, pinned to the material by some meaningless Romanov insignia. From his sagging bloodhound face a moustache trailed like disheartened wisteria.


Sergei’s moustache was even less impressive. Blonder than his father’s, his facial hair hardly registered. The fair semi-circle on his upper lip could have been the result of over-enthusiastic drinking of a cup of milk. It did not make him look older than his years – rather the reverse. His pimply face also bore witness to his extreme youth. So did his thin knobbly body, which seemed to be all elbows. He looked as though he was barely into his teens, let alone out of them.


And Sergei had clearly been a smaller lad when his clothes were tailored for him. Now his jacket was cramped across his shoulders and had no hope of being buttoned up across his chest. His discoloured beige trousers stood at half-mast up his legs, revealing between their ending and the top of his boots an expanse of much-darned and tightly suspended sock.


(Twinks had suggested helping the Count out with garments from her late father’s wardrobe and offering Sergei some clothes which Blotto had grown out of, but again the Dowager Duchess had put the kibosh on the suggestion. ‘If we let them start to feel comfortable here, Honoria, we’ll never see the back of them.’ And Twinks had to concede that her mother had a point.)


Masha let out another lengthy sigh before repeating, ‘I want to go back to Moscow.’


Blotto was getting very sick of his distant cousin’s moaning. From what he’d heard of Moscow, it sounded pretty much of a swamp-hole and how anyone could want to spend time there rather than at Tawcester Towers baffled his intellect (which, it has to be said, did not require a great deal to baffle it). Apart from any other considerations, everywhere else was ‘abroad’.


He was also getting very sick of the Bashuskys hogging the fireplace in the Pink Drawing Room, where traditionally pre-prandial drinks were served by Grimshaw the butler. Tawcester Towers, in common with most aristocratic homes, had very little heating. In some of the favoured bedrooms fires were lit in the evening, but they had always died out by morning and residents and guests were used to waking up to frost on the inside of their windows and the water in their ewers frozen solid.


They were also used to plumbing that clanked through the night like some ghost army stirring after a century of sleep, to inefficient rose-adorned toilet bowls encased in mahogany boxes, and taps which rarely coughed up more than a few spits of unnervingly brown water. These were amongst the charms of the traditional English country house.


Yet another sigh burst from the tortured breast of Masha. ‘I want to go back to Moscow,’ she said (unsurprisingly).


Her mother picked up the mood. With a sigh even more elaborate than her daughter’s, Countess Bashuskaya announced, ‘I want to go back to Zoraya-Bolensk.’


This was at least a change of wished-for destination and Blotto might have welcomed the variety, were it not for the fact that Lyudmilla Bashuskaya had expressed the desire to return to the family estate of Zoraya-Bolensk almost as frequently as Masha said she wanted to go back to Moscow.


‘At Zoraya-Bolensk,’ she went on, ‘we had everything we needed. Oh, how we enjoyed the unending summer days. How long we would spend sitting in the garden, with iced lemonade . . . and of course samovar . . .’ She lapsed into mournful silence.


After a polite pause, Blotto asked, ‘So what did they do?’


‘I beg your pardon?’


‘What did the people do?’


‘I’m sorry?’


‘You said, “And of course some of our . . . ” And then you stopped. I wanted to know what some of your people did.’


A puzzled furrow dug itself into the Countess’s brow, and Twinks quickly interceded – as she had done so many times in the past – to explain things to her brother. ‘The expression she used, Blotto me old back-scratcher, was “samovar”, not “some of our”. She was referring to a Russian tea-making machine.’


‘Machine, eh? I thought they had serfs to do everything for them in Russia.’


‘The serfs were all emancipated in 1861,’ said Twinks, who always knew that kind of stuff.


‘Ah. Were they?’ Blotto nodded sagely. Then he said, ‘Emanci-whatted?’


‘Freed.’


‘Ah.’ He nodded again. ‘Good ticket,’ he said approvingly.


‘But some of the serfs,’ Count Bashusky contributed, ‘did not feel the need to be free.’


‘Really?’


‘Some were happy under the gentle yoke of their kind benefactors.’


‘When you used the word “benefactors”,’ asked Twinks, ‘do you mean “owners”?’


‘Yes. At Zoraya-Bolensk the serfs were happy to serve us. There was a family who had been at Zoraya-Bolensk for generations, the Oblonskys. The head of the household was called Vadim Oblonsky, and his wife was called Galina. They and their many children worked for us, did everything for us. And no, of course they did not get paid. They did it for love.


‘It was part of their tradition, an instinctive thing for them. They recognised that we were superior to them in every way and that it was an honour for them to work for us. That is the natural order of things.’


‘What you say, Igor, is so true.’ The Countess dabbed a patched handkerchief to her eye. ‘I wonder how things are now at Zoraya-Bolensk . . .’


‘We must not think of it,’ said her husband. ‘That way lies only more unhappiness.’


‘You say I must not think about it, but there is nothing else I can think about, from the misery of our exile in this God-forsaken country.’


Blotto was instantly incensed. He always got a bit vinegared off when people started criticising either his King or his Country. ‘Now hold back the hounds a moment,’ he said. ‘You are talking about Great Britain, you know, which is not so much a “God-forsaken country” as “God’s own country”.’ He looked curiously at the four Russians for a moment. ‘I say, you don’t by any chance play cricket, do you?’


‘No,’ they all agreed.


‘I thought not,’ said Blotto, his point made.


‘But,’ the Countess mourned on, ‘it is impossible for my mind not to go back to Zoraya-Bolensk. This time of year it looks so beautiful under the snow, when frost outlines the branches of the cherry trees.’


‘They will probably have cut down the cherry orchard,’ said her husband lugubriously.


‘No, I cannot bear it!’ Countess Bashuskaya brought her free hand (the one that wasn’t on the mantelpiece supporting her cheek) up to her brow. ‘If I find out that they have cut down the cherry orchard, I will take my own life!’


‘If you do that,’ said the Count, ‘I will not be able to survive without you. I will take my own life!’


Masha, who didn’t want to be left out of the family aspirations, said, ‘If I cannot go back to Moscow, then I will take my own life!’


Blotto looked across hopefully at his sister. Maybe a version of the solution he’d proposed to her in the stables might work after all . . .?


But then Twinks was distracted by Sergei Bashusky saying, ‘And if I do not win the love of Honoria, then I will take my own life!’


This was followed by a silence while Twinks looked up towards the ceiling in exasperation. Finally it was broken when Blotto, ever the genial host (even when he was entertaining guests who seemed unaware of what a great privilege it was for them to be at Tawcester Towers) said, ‘Well, that’s all tickey-tockey then.’


Grimshaw the butler circulated more drinks. It was noticeable that, in spite of their suicidal intentions, all of the Bashuskys had very healthy thirsts and appetites. Their presence was virtually doubling the Tawcester Towers victualling bills. And money was always a problem for the Lyminsters. Though Blotto and Twinks were continually going off on exploits of derring-do from which they returned loaded with loot, it got spent with amazing speed. Owning an English stately home was an expense of the scale of running a string of racehorses. It only took a collapsed roof in the East Wing or the death of a boiler for the cash to whoosh away like water down a plughole.


Nor did the local tradesmen show any awareness of the honour they were being granted by working for the aristocracy. Rather than the reduced bills and extended credit the Dowager Duchess and her ilk had grown up with, the modern-day artisans seemed actually to increase their prices for titled clients. And had a nasty habit of delivering final demands before they had sent out any other kind of demand.


The old respect for the Great and the Good was long gone. One of the few sentiments on which the Dowager Duchess of Tawcester and her unwanted guests might have agreed was a nostalgia for the days of serfdom. It was much more difficult to maintain a country estate now that everyone expected to be remunerated for their services.


And indeed, looking back in history, few of the world’s famous monuments – the Pyramids, the Acropolis, the Colosseum – would survive if the people building them had expected to be paid. It was not everything, the Dowager Duchess frequently reflected – and here also the Bashuskys would have agreed with her – that had changed for the better. And indeed, when she brought her mind to focus on the subject – she couldn’t actually think of anything that had changed for the better since her young days.


One striking feature of the group assembled for pre-prandial drinks in the Pink Drawing Room was the absence of the Dowager Duchess. It was quite common for her – and indeed her right – to appear later than her guests, leaving Blotto and Twinks to fulfill any hostly duties that might be required, but that particular evening the normal hour for the dinner gong to be struck had been passed by a good ten minutes and still there was no sign of the Dowager Duchess.


Twinks sidled across to Grimshaw to see if he had any explanation of her absence. He said he would dispatch Harvey, one of the older housemaids with whom he had a ‘special’ relationship, to make enquiries and left the room to find her.


He returned only moments later to confide to the young mistress that the Dowager Duchess was indisposed and would be taking a light supper in her bedroom.


Twinks was not fooled by this at all – nor indeed did it occur to her for a moment to worry about her aged parent’s health. She knew full well that her mother would be ensconced in her bedroom with a couple of bottles of gin, listening to military marches on the gramophone.


It was a measure of how exasperated the Dowager Duchess was with the Bashuskys that she had taken this course. Normally the ingrained force of her breeding would make her sit through all kinds of grisly social events. Indeed people of her class never went to social events that were enjoyable. But that didn’t normally stop them from attending. The fact that she had deliberately ducked out of another evening with her Russian cousins was a measure of how sick to death she was of them.


And when the Dowager Duchess was sick to death of a situation, she usually took speedy measures to bring it to an end. Twinks felt pretty sure that the next morning she and Blotto would receive a summons to attend their mother in the Blue Morning Room.


In the meantime, she and her brother had the unenviable task of managing a whole dinner of the Bashuskys without the welcome interpolations of their mother’s patronising and belittling their guests.


As Grimshaw finally struck the gong and announced that dinner was served, Masha was heard to observe, with the inevitable sigh, how much she wished to get back to Moscow.
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The Dowager Duchess Makes a Stand


There are windswept crags at the extremities of various landmasses to which the adjective ‘forbidding’ has frequently been applied, but none of them compare for sheer cragginess to the face of the Dowager Duchess of Tawcester when she’s in a snit. And she was in quite a snit the following morning when she summoned her younger son and daughter to attend her in the Blue Morning Room.


‘Devereux,’ she said, ‘Honoria, something must be done!’


Blotto knew exactly what she meant, but still tried the diversionary tactic of asking, ‘About what?’


That ploy, however, was immediately blown out of the water by his mother’s roar of: ‘About those four-faced filchers the Bashuskys.’


‘Ah yes,’ said Blotto.


‘Have either of you got a mouse squeak of an idea how we can get rid of them?’


‘Well . . .’ Blotto began.


‘I wasn’t asking you, Devereux.’


‘But you did say “either of you”.’


‘When I am looking for an idea and I say “either of you” of course I am only referring to Honoria. You ought to know that by now.’


‘Good ticket,’ murmured Blotto.


‘So, Honoria . . . do you have any ideas?’


A furrow spoiled the perfect surface of Twinks’s brow. Then, very tentatively, she suggested, ‘Couldn’t we just ask them to leave?’


Metaphorical thunder and lightning now played around the craggy surface of the Dowager Duchess’s face. ‘Honoria, how dare you suggest such a thing? After all that money and effort that was spent on your breeding. There are certain contractual duties that you have to take on automatically if you are born into our class, and one of them is the obligation to provide hospitality to one’s relations.’


‘Even one’s poor relations?’ asked Blotto.


‘Particularly one’s poor relations!’ boomed the Dowager Duchess. When she was in this mood, to call her ‘a tough old bird’ would have been an insult to boiling fowl. ‘However loathsome they are, however appalling their table manners and general deportment, noblesse oblige insists that they should be looked after in the ancestral home.’


‘Is that true however badly the stenchers behave?’ asked Twinks. ‘Aren’t there some kinds of actions that would have them hounded out like rats from the family vault?’


‘What kind of actions?’ asked her mother.


‘Well, say a male guest has an unsuitably close physical encounter with his hostess – would that get them turned out?’


‘Of course not, Honoria, don’t be such a silly chit. That is how most aristocratic families have ensured the continuity of their line.’


‘What,’ suggested Blotto, ‘if the guests stole something from their hosts?’


‘That again,’ said his mother, ‘is a practice which has a long tradition in circles like ours. The theft of wives, daughters, armies and titles has been commonplace through the generations.’


‘But what if . . .’ Twinks proposed ‘. . . one of the guests actually killed his host or hostess? Wouldn’t that be stepping over the line?’


‘Great Wilberforce, no! That is part of the normal social interaction between people of breeding. A lot of it went on during the Wars of the Roses. I’m surprised, Honoria, that – given your supposed intelligence – you know so little of the history of families like ours.’


‘Well,’ asked Blotto, ‘what kind of behaviour on the part of lumps of toad-spawn like the Bashuskys would justify seeing them off the premises with red ears?’


‘Well, obviously, some lapse of protocol which might suggest that their aristocratic credentials are not up to snuff.’


‘Like?’ asked Twinks.


‘Like using the wrong cutlery at the dinner table.’ Oh, broken biscuits, thought Blotto, they’re actually rather good at all that stuff. ‘Like,’ his mother went on, ‘making their own beds or pouring drinks for themselves.’ No, the Bashuskys didn’t do that either. ‘Like,’ the Dowager Duchess concluded, ‘treating the servants as their equals.’


Again no dice, thought Blotto. Though the Bashuskys were much more shabbily dressed than the meanest stable boy at Tawcester Towers, they still treated everyone below stairs with the proper contempt. There was no danger of anything nice being said about them in the kitchens. No, getting the Bashuskys out of his home, Blotto realised even more forcibly than before, was going to be a tough rusk to chew.
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