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To Muriel St. Clare Byrne, Helen Simpson and Marjorie Barber

Dear Muriel, Helen and Bar,

With what extreme of womanly patience you listened to the tale of Busman’s Honeymoon while it was being written, the Lord He knoweth. I do not like to think how many times I tired the sun with talking—and if at any time they had told me you were dead, I should easily have believed that I had talked you into your graves. But you have strangely survived to receive these thanks.

You, Muriel, were in some sort a predestined victim, since you wrote with me the play to which this novel is but the limbs and outward flourishes; my debt and your long-suffering are all the greater. You, Helen and Bar, were wantonly sacrificed on the altar of that friendship of which the female sex is said to be incapable; let the lie stick i’ the wall!

To all three I humbly bring, I dedicate with tears, this sentimental comedy.

It has been said, by myself and others, that a love-interest is only an intrusion upon a detective story. But to the characters involved, the detective-interest might well seem an irritating intrusion upon their love-story. This book deals with such a situation. It also provides some sort of answer to many kindly inquiries as to how Lord Peter and his Harriet solved their matrimonial problem. If there is but a ha’porth of detection to an intolerable deal of saccharine, let the occasion be the excuse.


	Yours in all gratitude,

	Dorothy L. Sayers





Contents

Prothalamion

Chapter I. New-Wedded Lord

Chapter II. Goosefeather Bed

Chapter III. Jordan River

Chapter IV. Household Gods

Chapter V. Fury of Guns

Chapter VI. Back to the Army Again

Chapter VII. Lotos and Cactus

Chapter VIII. £ s. d.

Chapter IX. Times and Seasons

Chapter X. Four-Ale Bar

Chapter XI. Policeman’s Lot

Chapter XII. Pot-Luck

Chapter XIII. This Way and That Way

Chapter XIV. Crowner’s Quest

Chapter XV. Sherry—and Bitters

Chapter XVI. Crown Matrimonial

Chapter XVII. Crown Imperial

Chapter XVIII. Straws in the Hair

Chapter XIX. Prickly Pear

Chapter XX. When You Know How, You Know Who

Epithalamion

Chapter I. London: Amende Honorable

Chapter II. Denver Ducis: The Power and the Glory

Chapter III. Talboys: Crown Celestial

A Biography of Dorothy L. Sayers



That will ask some tears in the true performing of it: if I do it, let the audience look to their eyes; I will move storms, I will condole in some measure. … I could play Ercles rarely, or a part to tear a cat in, to make all split … a lover is more condoling.


	—SHAKESPEARE,

	A Midsummer Night’s Dream





PROTHALAMION



MARRIAGES


	WIMSEY-VANE. On the 8th October, at St. Cross Church, Oxford, Peter Death Bredon Wimsey, second son of the late Gerald Mortimer Bredon Wimsey, 15th Duke of Denver, to Harriet Deborah Vane, only daughter of the late Henry Vane, M.D. of Great Pagford, Herts.



MIRABELLE, COUNTESS OF SEVERN AND THAMES, TO HONORIA LUCASTA, DOWAGER DUCHESS OF DENVER

MY DEAR HONORIA,

So Peter is really married: I have ordered willow-wreaths for half my acquaintance. I understand that it is a deciduous tree; if nothing is available but the bare rods, I shall distribute them all the same, for the better beating of breasts.

Honestly, as one frank old woman to the other, how do you feel about it? A cynic should have cause to be grateful, since to see your amorous sweet devil of a son wedded to an Oxford-Bloomsbury bluestocking should add considerably to the gaiety of the season. I am not too blind to see through Peter, with all his affectations, and if I had been half a century younger I would have married him myself, for the fun of it. But is this girl flesh and blood? You say she is passionately devoted to him, and I know, of course, that she once had a half-baked affair with a poet—but, Heaven deliver us, what’s a poet? Something that can’t go to bed without making a song about it. Peter wants more than a devoted admirer to hold his hand and recite verses to him; and he has a foolish, pleasant trick of keeping to one woman at a time, which he may find inconvenient in a permanent relationship. Not that many marriages can be called permanent these days, but I can’t see Peter exhibiting himself in the Divorce Courts for his own amusement, though, no doubt, if asked to oblige, he would carry it through with an air. (Which reminds me that my idiot great-nephew, Hughie, has bungled matters as usual. Having undertaken to do the thing like a gentleman, he sneaked off to Brighton with a hired nobody, and the Judge wouldn’t believe either the hotel bills or the chambermaid—knowing them all too well by sight. So it means starting all over again from the beginning.)

Well, my dear, we shall see what we shall see, and you may be sure I shall do my best for Peter’s wife, if only to spite Helen, who will doubtless make everything as unpleasant as possible for her new sister-in-law. Naturally, I pay no attention to her snobbish nonsense about misalliances, which is ridiculous and out-of-date. Compared with the riff-raff we are getting in now from the films and the night-clubs, a country doctor’s daughter, even with a poet in her past, is a miracle of respectability. If the young woman has brains and bowels, she will suit well enough. Do you suppose they intend to have any children? Helen will be furious if they do, as she has always counted on Peter’s money going to Saint-George. Denver, if I know anything about him, will be more concerned to secure the succession in case Saint-George breaks his neck in that car of his. Whatever they do, somebody will be indignant, so I imagine they will please themselves.

I was sorry I could not come to the reception—you seem to have diddled the Press very neatly—but my asthma has been very bad lately. Still, I must be thankful to have retained my faculties and my sense of humour so long. Tell Peter to bring his Harriet to see me as soon as they return from this mysterious honeymoon of theirs, and believe me, dear Honoria, always (in spite of my venomous old tongue) most affectionately yours,


	MIRABELLE SEVERN AND THAMES



MRS. CHIPPERLY JAMES TO HON. MRS. TRUMPE-HARTE

… Well, dear, prepare for a shock! Peter Wimsey is married—yes, actually married—to that extraordinary young woman who lived with a Bolshevist or a musician or something, and murdered him, or something—I forget exactly, it was all ages ago, and such odd things happen every day, don’t they? It seems a sad waste, with all that money—but it does rather go to show, doesn’t it, that there is something not quite right about the Wimseys—the third cousin, you know, the one that lives shut up in a little villa at Monte, is more than eccentric—and in any case Peter must be forty-five if he’s a day. You know, dear, I always thought you were a little unwise to try to get him for Monica, though of course I didn’t like to say so when you were working so hard to bring it off. …

MRS. DALILAH SNYPE TO MISS AMARANTH SYLVESTER-QUICKE

… Of course, the sensation is the Wimsey-Vane marriage. It must be a sort of sociological experiment, I should think, because, as you know, darling, he is the world’s chilliest prig and I’m definitely sorry for the girl, in spite of the money and the title and everything, because nothing would make up for being tied to a chattering icicle in an eyeglass, my dear, too weary-making. Not that it’s likely to last. …

HELEN, DUCHESS OF DENVER, TO LADY GRUMMIDGE

MY DEAR MARJORIE,

Thank you for your kind inquiries. Tuesday was indeed a most exhausting day, though I am feeling rather more rested this evening. But it has been a very trying time for all of us. Peter, of course, was just as tiresome as he could be, and that is saying a good deal. First of all, he insisted on being married in church, though, considering everything, I should have thought the Registrar’s Office would have been more appropriate. However, we resigned ourselves to St. George’s, Hanover Square, and I was prepared to do everything in my power to see that the thing was done properly, if it had to be done at all. But my mother in-law took it all out of my hands, though I am sure we were distinctly given to understand that the wedding would take place on the day I had suggested, that is, next Wednesday. But this, as you will see, was just one of Peter’s monkey tricks. I feel the slight very much, particularly as we had gone out of our way to be civil to the girl, and had asked her to dinner.

Well! Last Monday evening, when we were down at Denver, we got a wire from Peter, which coolly said, “If you really want to see me married, try St. Cross Church, Oxford, tomorrow at two.” I was furious—all that distance and my frock not ready, and to make things worse, Gerald, who had asked sixteen people down for the shooting, laughed like an idiot, and said, “Good for Peter!” He insisted on our both going, just like that, leaving all our guests to look after themselves. I strongly suspect Gerald of having known all about it beforehand, though he swears he didn’t. Anyway, Jerry knew all right, and that’s why he stayed in London. I am always telling Jerry that his uncle means more to him than his own parents; and I needn’t tell you that I consider Peter’s influence most pernicious for a boy of his age. Gerald, manlike, said Peter had a right to get married when and where he liked; he never considers the embarrassment and discomfort these eccentricities cause to other people.

We went to Oxford and found the place—an obscure little church in a side-street, very gloomy and damp-looking. It turned out that the bride (who, mercifully, has no living relations) was being married from a Women’s College, of all places. I was relieved to see Peter in proper morning dress; I really had begun to think he meant to get married in a cap and gown. Jerry was there as best man, and my mother-in-law arrived in great state, beaming away as though they had all done something clever. And they had raked out old Uncle Paul Delagardie, creaking with arthritis, poor, old creature, with a gardenia in his buttonhole and trying to look sprightly, which at his age is disgusting. There were all kinds of queer people in the church—practically none of our own friends, but that ridiculous old Climpson woman, and some hangers-on that Peter had picked up in the course of his “cases,” and several policemen. Charles and Mary appeared at the last moment, and Charles pointed out to me a man in a Salvation Army uniform, who he said was a retired burglar; but I can scarcely believe this, even of Peter.

The bride came attended by the most incredible assortment of bridesmaids—all female dons!—and an odd, dark woman to give her away, who was supposed to be the Head of the College. I am thankful to say, considering her past history, that Harriet (as I suppose I must now call her) had enough sense of propriety not to get herself up in white satin and orange-blossom; but I could not help thinking that a plain costume would have been more suitable than cloth of gold. I can see that I shall have to speak to her presently about her clothes, but I am afraid she will be difficult. I have never seen anybody look so indecently triumphant—I suppose, in a way, she had a right to; one must admit that she has played her cards very cleverly. Peter was as white as a sheet; I thought he was going to be sick. Probably he was realizing what he had let himself in for. Nobody can say that I did not do my best to open his eyes. They were married in the old, coarse Prayer-book form, and the bride said “Obey”—I take this to be their idea of humor, for she looks as obstinate as a mule.

There was a great deal of promiscuous kissing in the vestry, and then all the oddities were bundled into cars (at Peter’s expense, no doubt) and we started back to Town, closely pursued by the local newspaper men. We went to my mother-in-law’s little house—all of us, including the policemen and the ex-burglar—and after a wedding-breakfast (which I must admit was very good) Uncle Delagardie made a speech, garnished with flowers of French eloquence. There were a lot of presents, some of them very absurd; the ex-burglar’s was a thick book of ranting and vulgar hymns! Presently the bride and bridegroom vanished, and we waited a long time for them, till my mother-in-law came down, all smiles, to announce that they had been gone half an hour, leaving no address. At this moment, I have no idea where they are, nor has anybody.

The whole business has left us in a most painful and ridiculous position. I consider it a disgraceful ending to a most disastrous affair, and it is no consolation to think that I shall have to produce this appalling young woman as my sister-in-law. Mary’s policeman was bad enough, but he is, at any rate, quiet and well behaved; whereas, with Peter’s wife, we may look for notoriety, if not for open scandal, from one day to another. However, we must put as good a face on it as we can; I wouldn’t say as much as I have said to anybody but you.

With all gratitude for your sympathy,


	Yours affectionately,



	HELEN DENVER

MR. MERVYN BUNTER TO MRS. BUNTER, SENR.

DEAR MOTHER,

I write from an “unknown destination” in the country, hoping this finds you as it leaves me. Owing to a trifling domestic catastrophe, I have only a candle to see by, so trust you will excuse my bad writing.

Well, Mother, we were happily married this morning and a very pretty wedding it was. I only wish you could have been present at his lordship’s kind invitation, but as I said to him, at eighty-seven some physical infirmities are only to be expected. I hope your leg is better.

As I told you in my last, we were all set to escape Her Grace’s interfering ways, and so we did, everything going off like clockwork. Her new ladyship, Miss Vane that was, went down to Oxford the day before, and his lordship with Lord Saint-George and myself followed in the evening, staying at the Mitre. His lordship spoke very kindly to me indeed, alluding to my twenty years’ service, and trusting that I should find myself comfortable in the new household. I told him I hoped I knew when I was well suited, and should endeavor to give satisfaction. I am afraid I said more than was my place, for his lordship was sincerely affected and told me not to be a bloody fool. I took the liberty to prescribe a dose of bromide and got him to sleep at last, when I could persuade his young lordship to leave him alone. Considerate is not the term I would employ of Lord Saint-George, but some of his teasing must be put down to the champagne.

His lordship appeared calm and resolute in the morning, which was a great relief to my mind, there being a good deal to do. A number of humble friends arriving by special transport, it was my task to see that they were made comfortable and not permitted to lose themselves.

Well, dear Mother, we partook of a light and early lunch, and then I had to get their lordships dressed and down to the church. My own gentleman was as quiet as a lamb and gave no trouble, not even his usual joking, but Lord Saint-George was in tearing high spirits and I had my hands full with him. He pretended five times that he had lost the ring, and just as we were setting out he mislaid it in earnest; but his lordship, with his customary detective ability, discovered it for him and took charge of it personally. In spite of this misadventure, I had them at the chancel steps dead on time, and I will say they both did me credit. I do not know where you would beat his young lordship for handsome looks, though to my mind there is no comparison which is the finer gentleman.

The lady did not keep us waiting, I am thankful to say, and very well she looked, all in gold, with a beautiful bouquet of chrysanthemums. She is not pretty, but what you would call striking-looking, and I am sure she had no eyes for anyone but his lordship. She was attended by four ladies from the College, not dressed as bridesmaids, but all neat and ladylike in appearance. His lordship was very serious all through the ceremony.

Then we all went back to a reception at Her Grace the Dowager’s Town house. I was very much pleased with her new ladyship’s behavior towards the guests, which was frank and friendly to all stations, but, of course, his lordship would not choose any but a lady in all respects. I do not anticipate any trouble with her.

After the reception, we got the bride and bridegroom quietly away by the back door, having incarcerated all the newspaper reporters in the little drawing-room. And now, dear Mother, I must tell you …

MISS LETITIA MARTIN, DEAN OF SHREWSBURY COLLEGE, OXFORD, TO MISS JOAN EDWARDS, LECTURER AND TUTOR IN SCIENCE IN THE SAME FOUNDATION

DEAR TEDDY,

Well! we have had our wedding—quite a red-letter day in College history! Miss Lydgate, Miss de Vine, little Chilperic and yours truly were bridesmaids, with the Warden to give the bride away. No, my dear, we did not array ourselves in fancy costumes. Personally, I thought we should have looked more symmetrical in academic dress, but the bride said she thought “poor Peter” would be quite sufficiently harrowed by headlines as it was. So we just turned up in our Sunday best, and I wore my new furs. It took all our united efforts to put Miss de Vine’s hair up and keep it put.

The Denver family were all there; the Dowager is a darling, like a small eighteenth-century marquise, but the Duchess looked a tartar, very cross, and as stiff as a poker. It was great fun seeing her try to patronize the Warden—needless to say, she got no change out of her! However, the Warden had her turn to be disconcerted in the vestry. She was advancing upon the bridegroom with outstretched hand and a speech of congratulation, when he firmly took and kissed her, and what the speech was to have been we shall now never know! He then proceeded to kiss us all round (brave man!) and Miss Lydgate was so overcome by her feelings that she returned the salute good and hearty. After that, the best man—(the good-looking Saint-George boy)—started in, so there was quite an orgy of embraces, and we had to put Miss de Vine’s hair up again. The bridegroom gave each bridesmaid a lovely crystal decanter and set of cut glasses (for sherry-parties, bless his frivolous heart!) and the Warden got a check for £250 for the Latymer Scholarship, which I call handsome.

However, in my excitement I am forgetting all about the bride. I had never imagined that Harriet Vane could look so impressive. I’m always apt to think of her, still, as a gawky and dishevelled First-Year, all bones, with a discontented expression. Yesterday she looked like a Renaissance portrait stepped out of its frame. I put it down first of all to the effect of gold lamé, but on consideration, I think it was probably due to “lerve.” There was something rather splendid about the way those two claimed one another, as though nothing and nobody else mattered or even existed; he was the only bridegroom I have ever seen who looked as though he knew exactly what he was doing and meant to do it.

On the way up to Town—oh! by the way, Lord Peter put his foot resolutely down on Mendelssohn and Lohengrin, and we were played out with Bach—the Duke was mercifully taken away from his cross Duchess and handed over to me to entertain. He is handsome and stupid in a county-family kind of way, and looks rather like Henry VIII, de-bloated and de-bearded and brought up to date. He asked me, a little anxiously, whether I thought “the girl” was really keen on his brother, and when I said I was sure of it, confided to me that he had never been able to make Peter out, and had never expected him to settle down, and hoped it would turn out all right, what? Somewhere in the dim recesses of his mind, I think he has a lurking suspicion that Brother Peter may have that little extra something he hasn’t got himself, and that it might even be a good thing to have, if one didn’t have to consider the County.

The reception at the Dowager’s was great fun—and for once, at a wedding, one got enough to eat!—and drink! The people who came off badly were the unhappy reporters, who by this time had got wind of something, and turned up in battalions. They were firmly collared at the doors by two gigantic footmen, and penned up in a room, with the promise that “his lordship would see them in a few moments.” Eventually “his lordship” did go to them—not Lord Peter, but Lord Wellwater, the F.O. man, who delivered to them at great length a highly important statement about Abyssinia, to which they didn’t dare not listen. By the time he had finished, our lord and lady had sneaked out by the back door, and all that was left them was a roomful of wedding-presents and the remains of the cake. However, the Dowager saw them and was quite nice to them, so they tooled off, fairly happy, but without any photographs or any information about the honeymoon. As a matter of fact, I don’t believe anybody, except the Dowager, knows where the bride and bridegroom really have gone to.

Well—that was that; and I do hope they’ll be most frightfully happy. Miss de Vine thinks there is too much intelligence on both sides—but I tell her not to be such a confirmed pessimist. I know heaps of couples who are both as stupid as owls and not happy at all—so it doesn’t really follow, one way or the other, does it?


	Yours ever,

	LETITIA MARTIN



EXTRACTS FROM THE DIARY OF HONORIA LUCASTA, DOWAGER DUCHESS OF DENVER

20 MAY.

Peter rang up this morning, terribly excited, poor darling, to say that he and Harriet were really and truly engaged, and that the ridiculous Foreign Office had ordered him straight off to Rome again after breakfast—so like them—you’d think they did it on purpose. What with exasperation and happiness, he sounded perfectly distracted. Desperately anxious I should get hold of H. and make her understand she was welcome—poor child, it is hard for her, left here to face us all, when she can scarcely feel sure of herself or anything yet. Have written to her at Oxford, telling her as well as I could how very, very glad I was she was making Peter so happy, and asking when she would be in Town, so that I could go and see her. Dear Peter! Hope and pray she, really loves him in the way he needs; shall know in a minute when I see her.

21 MAY.

Was reading The Stars Look Down (Mem. very depressing, and not what I expected from the title—think I must have had a Christmas carol in mind, but remember now it has something to do with the Holy Sepulchre—must ask Peter and make sure) after tea, when Franklin announced “Miss Vane.” Was so surprised and delighted, I jumped up quite forgetting poor Ahasuerus, who was asleep on my knee, and was dreadfully affronted. I said, “My dear, how sweet of you to come”—she looked so different I shouldn’t have known her—but of course it was 5½ years ago, and nobody can look her best in the dock at that dreary Old Bailey. She walked straight up to me, rather as if she was facing a firing-squad, and said abruptly, in that queer deep voice of hers, “Your letter was so kind—I didn’t quite know how to answer it, so I thought I’d better come. Do you honestly not mind too much, about Peter and me? Because I love him quite dreadfully, and there’s just nothing to be done about it.” So I said, “Oh, do please go on loving him, because he wants it so much, and he really is the dearest of all my children, only it doesn’t do for parents to say so—but now I can say it to you, and I’m so glad about it.” So I kissed her, and Ahasuerus was so furious that he ran all his claws hard into her legs and I apologized and smacked him and we sat down on the sofa, and she said, “Do you know, I’ve been saying to myself all the way up from Oxford, ‘If only I can face her and it really is all right, I shall have somebody I can talk to about Peter.’ That’s the one thing that kept me from turning back half-way.” Poor child, that really was all she wanted—she was quite in a daze, because apparently it all happened quite late on Sunday evening, and they sat up half the night, kissing one another madly in a punt, poor things, and then he had to go, making no arrangements for anything, and if it hadn’t been for his signet-ring that he put on her hand all in a hurry at the last moment it might have been all a dream. And after holding out against him all these years, she’d given way all of a piece, like falling down a well, and didn’t seem to know what to do with herself. Said she couldn’t remember ever having been absolutely and shatteringly happy since she was a small child, and it made her feel quite hollow inside. On inquiry, I found she must be literally hollow inside, because as far as I could make out she hadn’t eaten or slept to speak of since Sunday. Sent Franklin for sherry and biscuits, and made her—H., I mean—stay to dinner. Talked Peter till I could almost hear him saying, “Mother dear, you are having an orgy” (or is it orgie?). … H. caught sight of that David Bellezzi photograph of Peter which he dislikes so much, and I asked what she thought of it. She said, “Well, it’s a nice English gentleman, but it isn’t either the lunatic, the lover or the poet, is it?” Agree with her. (Can’t think why I keep the thing about, except to please David.) Brought out family album. Thankful to say she didn’t go all broody and possessive over Peter kicking baby legs on a rug—can’t stand maternal young women, though P. really a very comic infant with his hair in a tuft, but he controls it very well now, so why rake up the past? She instantly seized on the ones Peter calls “Little Mischief and “The Lost Chord” and said, “Somebody who understood him took those—was it Bunter?”—which looked like second sight. Then she confessed she felt horribly guilty about Bunter and hoped his feelings weren’t going to be hurt, because if he gave notice it would break Peter’s heart. Told her quite frankly it would depend entirely on her, and I felt sure Bunter would never go unless he was pushed out. H. said, “But you don’t think I’d do that. That’s just it. I don’t want Peter to lose anything.” She looked quite distressed, and we both wept a little, till it suddenly struck us as funny that we should both be crying over Bunter, who would have been shocked out of his wits if he’d known it. So we cheered up and I gave her the photographs and asked what plans they had, if they had got so far. She said P. didn’t know when he’d be back, but she thought she’d better finish her present book quickly, so as to be ready when the time came and have enough money for clothes. Asked if I could tell her the right tailor—shows sense, and would pay for really inspired dressing, but must be careful what I advise, as find I have no idea what people make by writing books. Ignorant and stupid of me—so important not to hurt her pride. … Altogether most reassuring evening. Telephoned long enthusiastic wire to Peter before bed. Hope Rome is not too stuffy and hot, as heat does not suit him.

24 MAY.

Harriet to tea. Helen came in—very rude and tiresome when I introduced Harriet. Said, “Oh, really! and where is Peter? Run off abroad again? How absurd and unaccountable he is!” Went on to talk Town and Country solidly, saying every so often, “Do you know the so-and-so’s, Miss Vane? No? They’re very old friends of Peter’s.” “Do you hunt, Miss Vane? No? What a pity! I do hope Peter doesn’t mean to give it up. It does him good to get out.” Harriet very sensibly said “No” and “Certainly” to everything, without any explanations or apologies, which are always so dangerous (dear Disraeli!). I asked Harriet how the book was getting on and if Peter’s suggestions had helped. Helen said, “Oh, yes, you write, don’t you?” as if she’d never heard of her, and asked what the title was, so that she could get it from the library. Harriet said, quite gravely, “That is very kind of you, but do let me send you one—I am allowed six free copies, you know.” First sign of temper, but I don’t blame her. Apologized for Helen after she’d gone, and said I was glad my second son was marrying for love. Fear my vocabulary remains hopelessly old-fashioned in spite of carefully chosen reading. (Must remember to ask Franklin what I have done with The Stars Look Down. )

1 JUNE.

Letter from Peter, about taking the Belchesters’ house in Audley Square from Michaelmas and furnishing it. H, thank Heaven, ready to prefer eighteenth-century elegance to chromium tubes. H. alarmed by size of house, but relieved she is not called upon to “make a home” for Peter. I explained it was his business to make the home and take his bride to it—privilege now apparently confined to aristocracy and clergymen, who can’t choose their vicarages, poor dears, usually much too big for them. H. pointed out that Royal brides always seemed to be expected to run about choosing cretonnes, but I said this was duty they owed to penny papers which like domestic women—Peter’s wife fortunately without duties. Must see about housekeeper for them—someone capable—Peter insistent wife’s work must not be interrupted by uproars in servants’ hall.

5 JUNE.

Sudden outburst of family feeling in most tiresome form. Gerald first—worried of course by Helen—to ask if girl is presentable and has she got modern ideas, meaning children of course, that is to say not wanting children. Told Gerald to mind his own business, which is Saint-George. Next Mary, to say Small Peter sickening for chicken-pox and will this girl really look after Peter? Told her, Peter perfectly capable of looking after himself, and probably not wanting wife with head stuffed with chicken-pox and best way to boil fish. Found beautiful Chippendale mirror and set tapestry chairs at Harrison’s.

25 JUNE.

Love’s dream troubled by solemn interview with Murbles about Settlements—appalling long document providing for every conceivable and inconceivable situation and opening up ramifications into everybody’s death and remarriage, “covered,” as Murbles observes, “by THE WILL” (in capitals). Had not realized Peter was doing so well out of the London property. H. more and more uncomfortable at every clause. Rescued her in depressed state and took her to tea at Rumpelmeyer’s. She finally told me, “Ever since I left College, I’ve never spent a penny I hadn’t earned.” Said to her, “Well, my dear, tell Peter what you feel, but do remember he’s just as vain and foolish as most men and not a chameleon to smell any sweeter for being trodden on.” On consideration, think I meant “camomile” (Shakespeare? Must ask Peter.) Considered writing to P. about this, but better not—young people must fight their own battles.

10 AUGUST.

Returned from country yesterday to find question of Settlements settled. H. showed me three pages of intelligent sympathy from P., beginning, “Of course I had foreseen the difficulty,” and ending, “Either your pride or mine will have to be sacrificed—I can only appeal to your generosity to let it be yours.” H. said, “Peter can always see the difficulty—that’s what’s so disarming.” Agree heartily—can’t stand people who “can’t see what the fuss is about.” H. now meekly prepared to accept suitable income, but has solaced pride by ordering two dozen silk shirts in Burlington Arcade, and paying cash for them. Evinces dogged determination to do thing properly while she is about it—has grasped that if Helen can pick holes, Peter will suffer for it, and resolutely applies intelligence to task. Something apparently to be said for education—teaches grasp of facts. H. grappling with fact of P.’s position—interesting to watch. Long letter from Peter, very dubious about League of Nations, and sending detailed instructions about library shelving and a William-and-Mary bedstead, also irritable about being left in Rome, “like a plumber, to stop diplomatic leaks.” English very unpopular in Italy, but P. had soothing discussion with the Pope about a historical manuscript—must have made a pleasant change for both of them.

16 AUGUST.

Harriet, who has been down to the country to look at a water-mill (something to do with her new book), said she had motored back through Herts, and paid a visit to her old home at Great Pagford. Talked about her people—quiet country doctor and wife. Father made quite good income, but never thought of saving anything (thought he’d live forever, I suppose)—very anxious, however, H. should have good education—just as well, as things turned out. H. said her own childish ambition had been to make enough money to buy quaint old farmhouse called Talboys in next village. Had seen it again on her trip—Elizabethan, very pretty. Said how differently things turned out from what one expected. I said it sounded just the sort of place she and P. would want for weekend cottage. H. rather taken aback—said, Yes, she supposed so. Left it at that.

19 AUGUST.

Found the exact right hangings for the bedstead. Helen says all that kind of thing highly insanitary. Says Gerald has had bad reports of the partridges and thinks country going to the dogs.

20 AUGUST.

H. has written to Peter about buying Talboys. Explained she thought Peter “liked giving people things.” So he does, poor boy! Facts now apparently faced once for all—looks as though he was going to get five-and-a-half years’ arrears of patience repaid in a lump. Said mildly I thought nothing would give P. greater pleasure. When she had gone, danced quiet jig in drawing-room, to surprise of Franklin (silly woman—she ought to know me by this time).

21 AUGUST.

Harriet’s book finished and sent to publisher. This unfortunately leaves her mind free to worry about Abyssinia, so tiresome. Convinced civilization will perish and Peter never be seen again. Like cat on hot bricks saying she wasted five years of P.’s life and can’t forgive herself and it’s no good saying he’s over age because he has M.I. written all over his conscience and if he was seventy he might still be gassed or bombed in an air-raid. Earnestly hope we shall not have another war with meat-coupons and no sugar and people being killed—ridiculous and unnecessary. Wonder whether Mussolini’s mother spanked him too much or too little—you never know, these psychological days. Can distinctly remember spanking Peter, but it doesn’t seem to have warped him much, so psychologists very likely all wrong.

24 AUGUST.

Peter has instructed agent to negotiate for Talboys with present owner—man called Noakes. His letter to me very discreet—but he is delighted. Situation in Rome apparently clearing, so far as his own job is concerned. H. still uneasy about prospects of war.

30 AUGUST.

Harriet completely exalted by letter from Peter saying, “Even if it is the twilight of the world, before night falls I will sleep in your arms.” … (How well I recognize the old, magniloquent Peter of twenty years back) … and adding that his plumbing is done and he has asked for his papers, which is more to the point.

4 SEPTEMBER.

They have made a good job of the chandeliers for the hall and great saloon. Gerald says they can have the tapestries from the Blue Room—they will look well on the upper landing, I think—have sent them to be overhauled and cleaned, which they badly need. (Peter would say, so do my pronouns, but I know quite well what I mean.) Ahasuerus sick in Franklin’s bedroom—funny how fond he is of her, seeing she doesn’t really like cats.

7 SEPTEMBER.

Peter wires he will be back next week. Harriet insisted on taking me out to dinner and standing me champagne. Said, hilariously, her last opportunity, as Peter doesn’t care for champagne. Condoled with her on loss of freedom in brief and witty speech (brief for me, anyway). Should like to see Helen taking me out to dinner and listening to a speech.

14 SEPTEMBER.

Peter came back. He dined somewhere with Harriet and then came round to see me—alone, so nice of them, because of course I had said, bring her too. He looks thin and tired, but I think that must be Mussolini or the weather or something, because he obviously has no doubts about anything (except the League, naturally)—and it struck me so much that he sat absolutely quiet for nearly two hours without fidgeting or saying very much, so unusual, because as a rule peas on a hot shovel are nothing to it. Very sweet about what I had done as regards the house. Will leave it to me to engage staff, as Harriet not experienced. They will need about eight servants, besides Bunter and the housekeeper—so I shall have a nice busy time.

15 SEPTEMBER.

Harriet came round this morning to show me her ring—big solitaire ruby—old Abrahams had it cut and set specially to instructions. Poor H. laughed at herself, because when Peter gave it to her yesterday she was looking at him and ten minutes afterwards, when challenged, couldn’t even tell him the color of the stone. Said she was afraid she never would learn to behave like other people, but Peter had only said it was the first time his features had ever been prized above rubies. Peter joined us at lunch—also Helen, who demanded to see the ruby and said, sharply, “Good Heavens! I hope it’s insured.” To do her justice, I can’t see that she could have found anything nastier to say if she’d thought it out with both hands for a fortnight. She then went on to say she supposed they intended to get married quietly before the Registrar, but Peter said, No, he would as soon be married in a railway-station waiting-room, and that if Helen had developed religious scruples she need not lend her countenance to the proceedings. So Helen said, “Oh, I see—St. George’s Hanover Square, I suppose”—and went on to arrange everything for them, including the date, the parson, the guests and the music. When she got to “The voice that Breathed o’er Eden,” Peter said, “Oh, for God’s sake, cut out the League of Nations!” and he and Harriet began to invent rude rhymes, which left Helen rather out of it, as she never was good at drawing-room games.

16 SEPTEMBER.

Helen obligingly presented us with a copy of the new form of marriage service, with all the vulgar bits left out—which was asking for trouble. Peter very funny about it—said he knew all about the “procreation of children,” in theory though not in practice, but that the “increase of mankind” by any other method sounded too advanced for him, and that, if he ever did indulge in such dangerous amusements, he would, with his wife’s permission, stick to the old-fashioned procedure. He also said that, as for the “gift of continence,” he wouldn’t have it as a gift, and had no objection to admitting as much. At this point, Helen got up and left the house, leaving P. and Harriet to wrangle over the word “obey.” P. said he would consider it a breach of manners to give orders to his wife, but H. said, Oh, no—he’d give orders fast enough if the place was on fire or a tree falling down and he wanted her to stand clear. P. said, in that case they ought both to say “obey,” but it would be too much jam for the reporters. Left them to fight it out. When I came back, found Peter had consented to be obeyed on condition he might “endow” and not “share” his worldly goods. Shocking victory of sentiment over principle.

18 SEPTEMBER.

Must really say “Damn!” Disgusting newspapers have raked up all that old story about Harriet and Philip Boyes. Peter furious. Harriet says, “Only to be expected.” Was horribly afraid she might offer to release P. from engagement, but she controlled herself nobly—expect she realizes it would nearly kill him to go through that again. Think it is probably fault of that Sylvester-Quicke woman who tried so hard to get hold of Peter—have always suspected her of writing gossip-column for Sunday papers. Helen (coming down strong, but heavy-footed, on family side) determined that best plan is to have colossal Society wedding and face it out. Has decided, for reasons best known to herself, 16th October most suitable date. Kindly undertaken choice of bridesmaids—our own friends, as H.’s friends “obviously impossible”—and offered loan of house for reception—also ten villas belonging to impoverished nobility for honeymoon. Peter, losing patience, said, “Who’s getting married, Helen? You or we?” Gerald tried to take Head of Family line—well snubbed all round. Helen again gave her views, and ended by saying, “Then I take it the 16th is settled.” Peter said, “Take what you like.” Helen said she would take her departure till he chose to realize she was only doing her best for them—and Gerald looked so imploring that Peter apologized for incivility.

20 SEPTEMBER.

Agent reports price for Talboys settled. Many alterations and repairs needed, but fabric sound. Agreement to purchase with immediate possession—present owner to be left there till after honeymoon, when Peter will go down and see what they want done and send the workmen in.

25 SEPTEMBER.

Situation, what with Helen and newspapers, becoming impossible. Peter upset at idea of St. George’s and general hullaballoo. Harriet suffering from return of inferiority complex which she tries hard not to show. Have held up all invitations.

27 SEPTEMBER.

Peter came to me and said that if this went on they would both be driven mad. He and H. have decided to do the whole thing quietly, without telling anybody except their own personal friends. Small wedding at Oxford, reception here, honeymoon in some peaceful spot in the country. I have readily agreed to help them.

30 SEPTEMBER

They have fixed up with Noakes to have honeymoon at Talboys, nobody to know anything about it. Apparently N. can clear out at short notice and lend all furniture, &c. I asked, “What about DRAINS?” Peter said, Damn drains—no drains (to speak of) at the Hall when he was a boy (well I remember it!). Wedding (Archbp’s licence) on the 8th October and let Helen think what she likes till last moment—also newspapers. Harriet very much relieved. Peter adds, anyway, honeymoon in hotels disgusting—own roof (especially if Elizabethan) much more suited to English gentleman. Fierce bustle about wedding-dress—Worth’s—period gown in stiff gold brocade, long sleeves, square neck, off-the-face head-dress, no jewels except my long ear-rings that belonged to great-aunt Delagardie. (N.B.—Publisher must have come well up to scratch on new book.) H. to be married from her College (rather nice, I think)—tremendous wirings and swearings to secrecy. Bunter to go ahead and see that all is in order at Talboys.

2 OCTOBER.

We have had to cancel Bunter. He is being dogged by pressmen. Found one forcing his way into Peter’s flat via service lift. B. narrowly escaped summons for assault. P. said, better take Talboys (including drains) on trust. Payment completed, and Noakes says he will have everything ready—quite accustomed to letting house for summer holidays, so it should be all right—Helen agitated because no invitations yet sent out for 16th. Told her I believed 16th not yet officially settled (!) Helen asked, Why the delay? Had Peter got cold feet, or was that girl playing him up again? … I suggested, wedding their own affair, both being well over age. … They are taking no servants but Bunter, who is a host in himself, and can do all they want, with local help. I fancy Harriet rather shrinks from starting off at once with a strange staff, and Peter wants to spare her. And Town maids are always a perfect nuisance in the country. If Harriet can once establish herself with Bunter, she will have no further trouble with domestics!

4 OCTOBER.

Went round to Peter’s flat to advise about settings for some stones he picked up in Italy. While there, registered post brought large, flat envelope—Harriet’s writing. Wondered what it was she wanted to send and not bring! (Inquisitive me!) Watched Peter open it, while pretending to examine zircon (such a lovely color!). He flushed up in that absurd way he has when anybody says anything rather personal to him, and stood staring at the thing till I got quite wound up, and said, “What is it?” He said, in an odd sort of voice, “The bride’s gift to the bridegroom.” It had been worrying me for some time how she’d grapple with that, because there isn’t an awful lot, really, one can give a very well-off man, unless one is frightfully well off oneself, and the wrong thing is worse than nothing, but all the same, nobody really wants to be kindly told that they can’t bring a better gift than their sweet selves—very pretty but so patronizing and Lord of Burleigh—and after all, we all have human instincts, and giving people things is one of them. So I dashed up to look, and it was a letter written on a single sheet in a very beautiful seventeenth-century hand. Peter said, “The funny thing is that the catalogue was sent to me in Rome, and I wired for this, and was ridiculously angry to learn it had been sold.” I said, “But you don’t collect manuscripts.” And he said, “No, but I wanted this for Harriet.” And he turned it over, and I could read the signature, “John Donne,” and that explained a lot, because of course Peter has always been queer about Donne. It seems it’s a very beautiful letter from D. to a parishioner—Lady Somebody—about Divine and human love. I was trying to read it, only I never can make out that old-fashioned kind of writing (wonder what Helen will make of it—no doubt she’ll think a gold cigarette-lighter would have been much more suitable)—when I found Peter had got on the phone, and was saying, “Listen, dear heart,” in a voice I’d never heard him use in his life. So I shot out of the room, and ran slap into Bunter, just coming in from the hall-door. Afraid Peter is getting out of hand, because when he came out after telephoning, Bunter reported that he had “booked the best room at the Lord Warden, my lord, for the night of the 16th, and reserved cabin and train accommodation for Mentone as instructed.” P. asked, were the hell-hounds on the trail? B. said, Yes—leading hell-hound had approached him as expected with pump working full blast. Had asked, Why Lord Warden and not night boat or aeroplane? B. had replied, Lady a martyr to sea-and-air-sickness. Hound appeared satisfied and tipped B. 10s., which B. says he will take liberty of forwarding to Prisoners’ Aid Society. I said, “Really, Peter!” but he said, Why shouldn’t he arrange continental trip for deserving couple? and posted off reservations to Miss Climpson, for benefit of tubercular accountant and wife in reduced circumstances. (Query: How does one reduce a circumstance?)

5 OCTOBER.

Worth has made magnificent effort and delivered dress. Few select friends invited to see trousseau—including Miss Climpson, miraculously reduced to speechlessness by Peter’s gift of mink cloak—950 guineas admittedly perhaps a trifle extravagant, but his sole contribution, and he looked as scared and guilty when he presented it as he did when he was a small boy and his father caught him with his pocket full of rabbits after a night out with that rascally old poacher Merryweather he took such a fancy to—and how that man’s cottage did smell! But it is a lovely cloak, and H. hadn’t the heart to say more than, “Oh, Mr. Rochester!”—in fun, and meaning Jane Eyre, who I always think behaved so ungraciously to that poor man—so gloomy to have your bride, however bigamous, insisting on grey alpaca or merino or whatever it was, and damping to a lover’s feelings. … Hell-hound’s paragraph in Morning Star—discreetly anonymous but quite unmistakable. Helen rang up to know if it was true. I replied, with exactness, that it must be all invention! In evening, took Peter and Harriet to Cheyne Walk to dine with Paul—who insists on coming to wedding, arthritis or no arthritis. Noticed unusual constraint between P. and H., who had been all right when I saw them off to dinner and theater last night. Paul gave one look at them, and started off to chatter about his eternal cloisonné and the superiority of naturally matured French wines over port. Uncomfortable evening, with everybody unlike themselves. At last, Paul sent P. and H. off by themselves in a taxi, saying he wanted to talk business with me—obvious excuse. I asked, did he think anything was wrong? Paul said, “Au contraire, ma soeur, c’est nous qui sommes de trop. Il arrive toujours le moment où l’on apprend à distinguer entre embrasser et baiser”—adding with one of his grins, “I was wondering how long Peter would last before he let the bars down—he’s his father all over again, with a touch of myself, Honoria, with a touch of myself!” Couldn’t waste time and breath being annoyed with Paul—who has always been the complete polygamist—and so was Peter’s father, of course, dearly as I loved him—so I said, “Yes, but, Paul, do you think Harriet—?” Paul said, “Bah! the wine she drinks is made of grapes. Il y a des femmes qui ont k génie—” I really could not stand Paul on le génie de l’amour, because he goes on and on, getting more and more conscientiously French every moment, with illustrative anecdotes from his own career, and anyway, he’s only as much French as I am—exactly one-eighth—so I told him hastily I was sure his diagonal was the right one (wonder whether I meant “angle” or “diagnosis”), and I expect it is—have never known Paul mistaken about the progress of a love-affair. Realize that this explains why he and Harriet have always got on so well together, though one would never have expected it, considering her reserve and his usual taste in women. Suggested to Paul it was time he went to bed; so he said rather dismally, “Yes, Honoria—I’m getting very old and my bones ache. My sins are deserting me, and if I could only have my time over again I’d take care to commit more of them. Confound Peter! Il ne sait pas vivre. Mais je voudrais bien être dans ses draps.” “You’ll be in your own winding-sheet soon,” I said, very crossly; “no wonder Peter calls you Uncle Pandarus, you evil old wretch.” Paul said, “Well, you can’t deny I had him taught his job, and he’s no disgrace to either of us.” There was no answer to that, so I came away. … Tried The Stars Look Down again, and found it full of most unpleasant people. … The fact is, one never really visualizes one’s own son. … But I needn’t have been so cross with Paul.

7 OCTOBER.

Harriet came to see me before starting for Oxford—very nice to me. I think she will give Peter all he wants—yes, I really do. If anybody can. … Felt depressed, all the same, for nearly half an hour. … Later on, while coping with preparations for wedding-breakfast—all made more difficult by need for secrecy—interrupted by Peter on phone, gone suddenly all fractious because it had rained in the night and roads would be slippery, and convinced Harriet would have a skid and be killed on way to Oxford. Begged him not to behave like a half-wit and said, if he wanted healthy occupation he could come and help Franklin wash all the ornaments out of drawing-room cabinets. He didn’t come—but Jerry did, in high spirits at idea of being best man, and broke a Dresden shepherdess.

LATER.

Peter and Jerry got (thank goodness!) safely out of the way to Oxford. Preparations completed and all wished-for guests summoned and transport arranged for the impecunious. … In evening, furious trunk-call from Helen at Denver, having had wire from Peter and demanding what we meant by inconsiderate behavior. Took great pleasure in telling her (at considerable length and her expense) nothing to thank but her own tactlessness.

8 OCTOBER.

Peter’s wedding-day. Too exhausted to do more than put down that it all went off very well. H. looked genuinely lovely, like a ship coming into harbor with everything shining and flags flying at wherever modern ships do fly flags—Peter terribly white, poor darling, like the day he had his first watch, and could hardly bear himself for fear it would come to pieces in his hands or turn out not to be real, or something—but he pulled himself together to be specially nice to all the guests (believe if he were in Inquisition he would exert social talents to entertain executioners). … Got back to Town at 5:30 (Peter’s face a study when he realized he had to go 60 miles over crowded roads in a closed car with somebody else driving!—but one really couldn’t let him drive H. back in the open Daimler, all in wedding-garments and a top-hat!) … Got them smuggled out of the house at a quarter to 7—Bunter was waiting for them with the car on the far side of the Park. …

11 P.M.

Hope all is really well with them—must stop now and try to get some sleep or shall be a rag in the morning. Find The Stars Look Down not quite soothing enough for a bed-book—will fall back on Through the Looking-Glass.



CHAPTER I

NEW-WEDDED LORD

I agree with Dryden, that “Marriage is a noble daring.”

—SAMUEL JOHNSON, TABLE TALK

MR. MERVYN BUNTER, PATIENTLY seated in the Daimler on the far side of Regent’s Park, reflected that time was getting on. Packed in eiderdowns in the back of the car was a case containing two and a half dozen of vintage port, and he was anxious about it. Great speed would render the wine undrinkable for a fortnight; excessive speed would render it undrinkable for six months. He was anxious about the arrangements—or the lack of them—at Talboys. He hoped everything would be found in good order when they arrived—otherwise, his lady and gentleman might get nothing to eat till goodness knew when. True, he had brought ample supplies from Fortnum’s, but suppose there were no knives or forks or plates available. He wished he could have gone ahead, as originally instructed, to see to things. Not but what his lordship was always ready to put up with what couldn’t be helped; but it was unsuitable that his lordship should be called on to put up with anything—besides, the lady was still, to some extent, an unknown factor. What his lordship had had to put up with from her during the past five or six years, only his lordship knew, but Mr. Bunter could guess. True, the lady seemed now to be in a very satisfactory way of amendment; but it was yet to be ascertained what her conduct would be under the strain of trivial inconvenience. Mr. Bunter was professionally accustomed to judge human beings by their behavior, not in great crises, but in the minor adjustments of daily life. He had seen one lady threatened with dismissal from his lordship’s service (including all emoluments and the enjoyment of an appartement meublé, Ave. Kléber) for having, in his presence, unreasonably lost her temper with a lady’s maid: but wives were not subject to peremptory dismissal. Mr. Bunter was anxious, also, about how things were going at the Dowager’s; he did not really believe that anything could be suitably organized or carried out without his assistance.

He was unspeakably relieved to see the taxi arrive and to assure himself that there was no newspaper man perched on the spare wheel, or lurking in a following vehicle.

“Here we are, Bunter. All serene? Good man. I’ll drive. Sure you won’t be cold, Harriet?”

Mr. Bunter tucked a rug about the bride’s knees.

“Your lordship will bear in mind that we are conveying the port?”

“I will go as gingerly as if it were a baby in arms. What’s the matter with the rug?”

“A few grains of cereal, my lord. I have taken the liberty of removing approximately a pound and three-quarters from among the hand-luggage, together with a quantity of assorted footgear.”

“That must have been Lord Saint-George,” said Harriet.

“Presumably so, my lady.”

“My lady”—she had never really thought it possible that Bunter would accept the situation. Everybody else, perhaps, but not Bunter. Yet apparently he did. And that being so, the incredible must have happened. She must be actually married to Peter Wimsey. She sat looking at Peter, as the car twisted smoothly in and out of the traffic. The high, beaked profile, and the long hands laid on the wheel had been familiar to her for a long time now; but they were suddenly the face and hands of a stranger. (Peter’s hands, holding the keys of hell and heaven … that was the novelist’s habit, of thinking of everything in terms of literary allusions.)

“Peter!”

“My dear?”

“I was just wondering whether I should recognize your voice—your face seems to have got rather remote, somehow.”

She saw the corner of his long mouth twitch.

“Not quite the same person?”

“No.”

“Don’t worry,” he said, imperturbably, “it’ll be all right on the night.”

Too much experience to be surprised, and too much honesty to pretend not to understand. She remembered what had happened four days earlier. He had brought her home after the theater, and they were standing before the fire, when she had said something—quite casually, laughing at him. He had turned and said, suddenly and huskily:

“Tu m’enivres!”

Language and voice together had been like a lightning-flash, showing up past and future in a single crack of fire that hurt your eyes and was followed by a darkness like thick, black velvet. … When his lips had reluctantly freed themselves, he had said:

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to wake the whole zoo. But I’m glad, my God! to know it’s there—and no shabby tigers either.”

“Did you think mine would be a shabby tiger?”

“I thought it might, perhaps, be a little daunted.”

“Well, it isn’t. It seems to be an entirely new tiger. I never had one before—only kindness to animals.”

“My lady gave me a tiger,

A sleek and splendid tiger,

A striped and shining tiger,

All under the leaves of life.”

Nobody else, thought Harriet, had apparently suspected the tiger—except of course, old Paul Delagardie, whose ironic eyes saw everything.

Peter’s final comment had been:

“I have now completely given myself away. No English vocabulary. No other Englishwoman. And that is the most I can say for myself.”

Gradually, they were shaking off the clustering lights of London. The car gathered speed. Peter looked back over his shoulder.

“Not waking the baby, are we, Bunter?”

“The vibration is at present negligible, my lord.”

That led memory farther back.

“This question of children, Harriet. Do you feel strongly about it?”

“Well, I’m not quite sure. I’m not marrying you for the sake of having them, if that’s what you mean.”

“Thank Heaven! He does not wish to regard himself, nor yet to be regarded, in that agricultural light. … You don’t particularly care about children?”

“Not children, in the lump. But I think it’s just possible that I might some day come to want—”

“Your own?”

“No—yours.”

“Oh!” he had said, unexpectedly disconcerted. “I see. That’s rather—Have you ever considered what kind of a father I should make?”

“I know quite well. Casual, apologetic, reluctant and adorable.”

“If I was reluctant, Harriet, it would only be because I have a profound distrust of myself. Our family’s been going a pretty long time. There’s Saint-George, who has no character, and his sister, with no vitality—to say nothing of the next heir after Saint-George and myself, who is a third cousin and completely gaga. And if you think about my own compound of what Uncle Paul calls nerves and nose—”

“I am reminded of what Clare Clairemont said to Byron: ‘I shall always remember the gentleness of your manners and the wild originality of your countenance.’”

“No, Harriet—I mean that.”

“Your brother married his own cousin. Your sister married a commoner and her children are all right. You wouldn’t be doing it all yourself, you know—I’m common enough. What’s wrong with me?”

“Nothing, Harriet. That’s true. By God, that’s true. The fact is, I’m a coward about responsibility and always have been. My dear—if you want it and are ready to take the risk—”

“I don’t believe it’s such a risk as all that.”

“Very well. I leave it to you. If you will and when you will. When I asked you, I rather expected you to say, No.”

“But you had a horrible fear I might say, ‘Yes, of course’!”

“Well, perhaps. I didn’t expect what you did say. It’s embarrassing to be taken seriously—as a person.”

“But, Peter, putting aside my own feelings and your morbid visions of twin gorgons or nine-headed hydras or whatever it is you look forward to—would you like children?”

She had been amused by the conflict in his self-conscious face.

“Egotistical idiot that I am,” he had said finally, “yes. Yes. I should. Heaven knows why. Why does one? To prove one can do it? For the fun of boasting about ‘my boy at Eton’? or because—?”

“Peter! When Mr. Murbles drew up that monstrous great long will for you, after we were engaged—”

“Oh, Harriet!”

“How did you leave your property? I mean, the real estate?”

“All right,” he said with a groan, “the murder’s out. Entailed.—I admit it. But Murbles expects that every man—damn it, don’t laugh like that, I couldn’t argue the point with Murbles—and every contingency was provided for.”

A town, with a wide stone bridge, and lights reflected in the river—taking memory no further back than that morning. The Dowager’s closed car, with the Dowager discreetly seated beside the chauffeur; herself in cloth of gold and a soft fur cloak, and Peter, absurdly upright in morning dress, with a gardenia in his lapel, balancing a silk hat on his knee.

“Well, Harriet, we’ve passed the Rubicon. Any qualms?”

“No more than when we went up the Cherwell that night and moored on the far bank, and you asked the same question.”

“Thank God! Stick to it, sweetheart. Only one more river.”

“And that’s the river of Jordan.”

“If I kiss you now I shall lose my head and something irreparable will happen to this accursed hat. Let us be very strange and well bred—as if we were not married at all.”

One more river.

“Are we getting anywhere near?”

“Yes—this is Great Pagford, where we used to live. Look! that’s our old house with the three steps up to the door—there’s a doctor there still, you can see the surgery lamp. … After two miles you take the right hand turn for Pagford Parva, and then it’s another three miles to Paggleham, and sharp left by a big barn and straight on up the lane.”

When she was quite small, Dr. Vane had had a dog-cart—just like doctors in old-fashioned books. She had gone along this road, ever so many times, sitting beside him, sometimes allowed to pretend to hold the reins. Later on, it had been a car—a small and noisy one, very unlike this smooth, long-bonneted monster. The doctor had had to start on his rounds in good time, so as to leave a margin for break-downs. The second car had been more reliable—a pre-war Ford. She had learned to drive that one. If her father had lived, he would be getting on for seventy—his strange new son-in-law would have been calling him “sir.” An odd way, this, to be coming home, and not home. This was Paggleham, where the old woman lived who had such terrible rheumatism in her hands—old Mrs., Mrs., Mrs. Warner, that was it—she must have gone long ago.

“That’s the barn, Peter.”

“Right you are. Is that the house?”

The house where the Batesons had lived—a dear old couple, a pleasantly tottering, Darby and Joan pair, always ready to welcome little Miss Vane and give her strawberries and seedy-cake. Yes—the house—a huddle of black gables, with two piled chimney-stacks, blotting out the stars. One would open the door and step straight in, through the sanded entry into the big kitchen with its wooden settles and its great oak rafters, hung with home-cured hams. Only, Darby and Joan were dead by now, and Noakes (she vaguely remembered him—a hard-faced, grasping man who hired out bicycles) would be waiting to receive them. But—there was no light in any of the windows at Talboys.

“We’re a bit late,” said Harriet, nervously; “he may have given us up.”

“Then we shall firmly hand ourselves back to him,” said Peter, cheerfully. “People like you and me are not so easily got rid of. I told him, any time after eight o’clock. This looks like the gate.”

Bunter climbed out and approached the gate in eloquent silence. He had known it; he had felt it in his bones; the arrangements had fallen through. At whatever cost, even if he had had to strangle pressmen with his bare hands, he ought to have come ahead to see to things. In the glare of the headlights a patch of white paper showed clearly on the top bar of the gate; he looked suspiciously at it, removed, with careful fingers, the tintack that secured it to the wood and brought it, still without a word, to his master.

“NO BREAD AND MILK” (it said) “TILL FURTHER NOTISE.”

“H’m!” said Peter. “The occupier, I gather, has already taken his departure. This has been up for several days, by the look of it.”

“He’s got to be there to let us in,” said Harriet.

“He’s probably deputed somebody else. He didn’t write this himself—he can spell ‘notice’ in his letter to us. The ‘somebody’ is a little lacking in thought not to realize that we might want bread and milk. However, we can remedy the matter.”

He reversed the paper, wrote in pencil on the back “BREAD AND MILK, PLEASE,” and restored it to Bunter, who tin-tacked it back and gloomily opened the gate. The car moved slowly past him, up a short and muddy approach, on either side of which were flower-beds, carefully tended and filled with chrysanthemums and dahlias, while behind them rose the dark outlines of some sheltering bushes.

“A load of gravel would have done them no harm,” observed Bunter to himself, as he picked a disdainful way through the mud. When he reached the door—massive and uncompromising, within an oaken porch having seats on either side—his lordship was already performing a brisk fantasia upon the horn. There was no reply; nothing stirred in the house; no candle darted its beams; no casement was thrown open; no shrill voice demanded to know their business; only, in the near distance, a dog barked irritably.

Mr. Bunter, gloomily self-restrained, grasped the heavy knocker and let its summons thunder through the night. The dog barked again. He tried the handle, but the door was fast.

“Oh, dear!” said Harriet.

This, she felt, was her fault. Her idea in the first place. Her house. Her honeymoon. Her—and this was the incalculable factor in the thing—her husband. (A repressive word, that, when you came to think of it, compounded of a grumble and a thump.) The man in possession. The man with rights—including the right not to be made a fool of by his belongings. The dashboard light was switched off, and she could not see his face; but she felt his body turn and his left arm move along the back of the seat as he leaned to call across her:

“Try the back!”—and something in his assured tone reminded her that he had been brought up in the country and knew well enough that farm houses were more readily assailable in the rear. “If you can’t find anybody there, make for the place where the dog is.”

He tootled on the horn again, the dog responded with a volley of yelps, and the shadowy bulk that was Bunter moved round the side of the building.

“That,” continued Peter, with satisfaction, and throwing his hat into the back of the car, “will keep him busy for quite a bit. We shall now give one another that attention which, for the last thirty-six hours, has been squandered on trivialities. … Da mihi basia mille, deinde centum. … Do you realize, woman, that I’ve done it? … that I’ve got you? … that you can’t get rid of me now, short of death or divorce? … Et tot millia millies quot sunt sidera cœlo. … Forget Bunter. I don’t care a rap whether he goes for the dog or the dog goes for him.”

“Poor Bunter!”

“Yes, poor devil! No wedding bells for Bunter. … Not fair, is it? All the kicks for him and all the kisses for me. … Stick to it, old son! Wake Duncan with thy knocking. But there’s no hurry for the next few minutes.”

The fusillade of knocks had begun again, and the dog was growing hysterical.

“Somebody must come sometime,” said Harriet, still with a sense of guilt that no embraces could stifle, “because, if not—”

“If not … Last night you slept in a goosefeather bed, and all that. But the goosefeather bed and the new-wedded lord are inseparable only in ballads. Would you rather wed with the feathers or bed with the goose—I mean the gander? Or would you make shift with the lord in the cold open field?”

“He wouldn’t be stranded in a cold open field if I hadn’t been so idiotic about St. George’s, Hanover Square.”

“No—and if I hadn’t refused Helen’s ten villas on the Riviera! … Hurray! somebody’s throttled the hound—that’s a step in the right direction. … Cheer up! the night is yet young, and we may even find a goosefeather bed in the village pub—or in the last resort sleep under a haystack. I believe, if I’d had nothing but a haystack to offer you, you’d have married me years ago.”

“I shouldn’t be surprised.”

“Damnation! Think what I’ve missed.”

“Me too. At this moment I could have been tramping at your heels with five babies and a black eye, and saying to a sympathetic bobby, ‘You leave ’im be—’e’s my man, ain’t ’e?—’E’ve a right to knock me abaht.’ “”

“You seem,” said her husband, reprovingly, “to regret the black eye more than the five babies.”

“Naturally. You’ll never give me the black eye.”

“Nothing so easily healed, I’m afraid. Harriet—I wonder what sort of shot I’m going to make at being decent to you.”

“My dear Peter—”

“Yes, I know. But I’ve never—now I come to think of it—inflicted myself on anyone for very long together. Except Bunter, of course. Have you consulted Bunter? Do you think he would give me a good character?”

“It sounds to me,” said Harriet, “as though Bunter had picked up a girl friend.”

The footsteps of two people were, in fact, approaching from behind the house. Somebody was expostulating with Bunter in high-pitched tones:

“I’ll believe it w’en I sees it, and not before. Mr. Noakes is at Broxford, I tell you, and has been ever since last Wednesday night as ever is, and he ain’t never said nothing to me nor nobody, not about sellin’ no ’ouse nor about no lords nor ladies neither.”

The speaker, now emerging into the blaze of the headlights, was a hard-faced angular lady of uncertain age, dressed in a mackintosh, a knitted shawl, and a man’s cap secured rakishly to her head with knobbed and shiny hatpins. Neither the size of the car, the polish of its chromium plating nor the brilliance of its lamps appeared to impress her, for advancing with a snort to Harriet’s side she said, belligerently:

“Now then, ’oo are you and wot d’you want, kicking up all this noise? Let’s ’ave a look at yer!”

“By all means,” said Peter. He switched on the dashboard light. His yellow hair and his eye-glass seemed to produce an unfortunate impression.

“H’mph!” said the lady, “film actors, by the look of yer. And—” (with a withering glance at Harriet’s furs) “no better than you should be, I’ll be bound.”

“We are very sorry to have disturbed you,” began Peter, “Mrs.—er—”

“Ruddle is my name,” said the lady of the cap. “Mrs. Ruddle, and a respectable married woman with a grown son of her own. He’s a-coming over from the cottage now with his gun, as soon as he’s put his trousis on, which he had just took ’em off to go to bed in good time, ’aving to be up early to ’is work. Now then! Mr. Noakes is over at Broxford, same as I was sayin’ to this other chap of yours, and you can’t get nothing out of me, for it ain’t no business of mine, except that I obliges ’im in the cleaning way.”

“Ruddle?” said Harriet. “Didn’t he work at one time for Mr. Vickey at Five Elms?”

“Yes, ’e did,” said Mrs. Ruddle quickly, “but that’s fifteen years agone. I lost Ruddle last Michaelmas five year, and a good ’usband ’e was, when he was himself, that is. ’Ow do you come to know Ruddle?”

“I’m Dr. Vane’s daughter, that used to live at Great Pagford. Don’t you remember him? I know your name, and I think I remember your face. But you didn’t live here then. The Batesons had the farm, and there was a woman called Sweeting at the cottage who kept pigs and had a niece who wasn’t quite right in the head.”

“Lor’ now!” cried Mrs. Ruddle. “To think ’o that! Dr. Vane’s daughter, is you, miss? Now I come to look at you, you ’ave got a look of ’er. But it’s gettin’ on for seventeen years since you and the doctor left Pagford. I did ’ere as ’e’d passed away, and sorry I was—’e was a wonderful clever doctor, was your dad, miss—I ’ad ’im for my Bert, and I’m sure it’s a mercy I did, ’im comin’ into the world wrong end up as you might say, which is a sad trial for a woman. And how are you, miss, after all this time? We did ’ear as you’d been in trouble with the perlice, but as I said to Bert, you can’t believe the stuff they puts into them papers.”

“It was quite true, Mrs. Ruddle—but they’d got hold of the wrong person.”

“Just like ’em!” said Mrs. Ruddle. “There’s that Joe Sellon. Tried to make out as my Bert ’ad been stealin’ Aggie Twitterton’s ’ens. ‘’Ens,’ I said. ‘You’ll be making out next as ’e took that there pocket-book of Mr. Noakes’s, wot ’e made all the fuss about. You look for your ’ens in George Withers’s back kitchen,’ I says, and sure enough, there they was. ‘Call yourself a perliceman,’ I says, ‘I’d make a better perliceman than you any day, Joe Sellon.’ That’s what I ses to ’im. I’d never believe nothing none of them perlicemen said, not if I was to be paid for it, so don’t you think it, miss. I’m sure I’m very pleased to see you, miss, looking so well, but if you and the gentleman was wanting Mr. Noakes—”

“We did want him, but I expect you can help us. This is my husband and we’ve bought Talboys and we arranged with Mr. Noakes to come here for our honeymoon.”

“You don’t say!” ejaculated Mrs. Ruddle. “I’m sure I congratulate you, miss—mum, and sir.” She wiped a bony hand on the mackintosh and extended it to bride and groom in turn. “’Oneymoon—well, there!—it won’t take me a minnit to put on the clean sheets, which is all laying aired and ready at the cottage, so if you’ll let me ’ave the keys—”

“But,” said Peter, “that’s just the trouble. We haven’t got the keys. Mr. Noakes said he’d make all the preparations and be here to let us in.”

“Ho!” said Mrs. Ruddle. “Well, ’e never told me nothing about it. Off to Broxford ’e was, by the ten o’clock bus Wednesday night, and never said nothing to nobody, not to mention leave me my week’s money.”

“But,” said Harriet, “if you do his cleaning, haven’t you got a key to the house?”

“No, I have not,” replied Mrs. Ruddle. “You don’t ketch ’im givin’ me no keys. Afraid I’ll pinch sommink, I suppose. Not that ’e leaves much as ’ud be worth pinchin’. But there you are, that’s ’im all over. And burglar-proof bolts on all the winders. Many’s the time I’ve said to Bert, supposin’ the ’ouse was to go on fire with ’im away an’ no keys nearer than Pagford.”

“Pagford?” said Peter. “I thought you said he was at Broxford.”

“So ’e is—sleeps over the wireless business. But you’d ’ave a job ter get him, I reckon, ’im bein’ a bit deaf and the bell ringin’ inter the shop. Your best way’ll be ter run over ter Pagford an’ git Aggie Twitterton.”

“The lady who keeps hens?”

“That’s ’er. You mind the little cottage down by the river, miss—mum, I should say—where old Blunt useter live? Well, that’s it, an’ she’s got a key to the ’ouse—comes over ter see ter things w’en ’e’s away, though, come ter think of it, I ain’t seen ’er this last week. Maybe she’s poorly, because, come to think of it, if ’e knowed you was coming it’s Aggie Twitterton, ’e’d a-told about it.”

“I expect that’s it,” said Harriet. “Perhaps she meant to let you know, and got ill and couldn’t see to it. We’ll go over. Thank you very much. Do you think she could let us have a loaf of bread and some butter?”

“Bless you, miss—mum—I can do that. I got a nice loafer bread, ’ardly touched, and ’arf a pound er butter at ’ome this minnit. And,” said Mrs. Ruddle, not for an instant losing her grasp upon essentials, “the clean sheets, like I was sayin’. I’ll run and fetch them up directly, and it won’t take no time to get straight w’en you and your good gentleman comes back with the keys. Excuse me, mum, wot might your married name be?”

“Lady Peter Wimsey,” said Harriet, feeling not at all sure that it was her name.

“I never!” said Mrs. Ruddle. “That’s wot ’e said”—she jerked her head at Bunter—“but I didn’t pay no ’eed to ’im. Begging your pardon, mum, but there’s some of these commercial fellers ’ud say anythink, wouldn’t they, sir?”

“Oh, we all have to pay heed to Bunter,” said Wimsey. “He’s the only really reliable person in the party. Now, Mrs. Ruddle, we’ll run over and get the keys from Miss Twitterton and be back in twenty minutes. Bunter, you’d better stay here and give Mrs. Ruddle a hand with the things. Is there room to turn?”

“Very good, my lord. No, my lord. I fancy there is not room to turn. I will open the gate for your lordship. Allow me, my lord. Your lordship’s hat.”

“Give it to me,” said Harriet, Peter’s hands being occupied with the ignition switch and the self-starter.

“Yes, my lady. Thank you, my lady.”

“After which,” said Peter, when they had reversed through the gate and were once again headed for Great Pagford, “Bunter will proceed to make it quite plain to Mrs. Ruddle—in case she hasn’t grasped the idea—that Lord and Lady Peter Wimsey are my lord and lady. Poor old Bunter! Never have his feelings been so harrowed. Film-actors, by the look of you! No better than you should be! These commercial fellers will say anythink!”

“Oh, Peter! I wish I could have married Bunter. I do love him so.”

“Bride’s Wedding-Night Confession; Titled Clubman Slays Valet and Self. I’m glad you take to Bunter—I owe him a lot. … Do you know anything about this Twitterton woman we’re going to see?”

“No—but I’ve an idea there was an elderly laborer of that name in Pagford Parva who used to beat his wife or something. They weren’t Dad’s patients. It’s funny, even if she’s ill, that she shouldn’t have sent Mrs. Ruddle a message.”

“Dashed funny. I’ve got my own ideas about Mr. Noakes. Simcox—”

“Simcox? Oh, the agent, yes?”

“He was surprised to find the place going so cheap. It’s true it was only the house and a couple of fields—Noakes seems to have sold part of the property. I paid Noakes last Monday, and the check was cleared in London on Thursday, I shouldn’t wonder if another bit of clearing was done at the same time.”

“What?”

“Friend Noakes. It doesn’t affect our purchase of the house—the title is all right and there’s no mortgage, I made sure of that. The fact that there was no mortgage cuts both ways. If he was in difficulties, you’d expect a mortgage; but if he was in great difficulties, he might have kept the property free for a quick sale. He kept a bicycle shop in your day. Was he ever in difficulties with that?”

“I don’t know. I think he sold it and the man who bought it said he’d been cheated. Noakes was supposed to be pretty sharp over a bargain.”

“Yes. He got Talboys dirt cheap, I fancy from what Simcox said. Got some kind of squeeze on the old people and put the brokers in. I’ve an idea he was fond of buying and selling things as a speculation.”

“He used to be spoken of as a warm man. Always up to something.”

“All sorts of little enterprises, h’m? Picking things up cheap on the chance of patching ’em up for resale at a profit—that sort?”

“Rather that sort.”

“Um. Sometimes it works, sometimes not. There’s a London tenant of mine who started twenty years ago with a few second-hand oddments in a cellar. I’ve just built him a very handsome block of flats with sunshine balconies and vitaglass and things. He’ll do very well with them. But then he’s a Jew, and knows exactly what he’s doing. I shall get my money back and so will he. He’s got the knack of making money turn over. We’ll have him to dinner one day and he’ll tell you how he did it. He started in the War, with the double handicap of a slight deformity and a German name, but before he dies he’ll be a damn sight richer than I am.”

Harriet asked a question or two, which her husband answered, but in so abstract a tone that she realized he was giving only about a quarter of his mind to the virtuous Jew of London and none of it to herself. He was probably mulling over the mysterious behavior of Mr. Noakes. She was quite accustomed to his sudden withdrawals into the recesses of his own mind, and did not resent them. She had known him stop short in the middle of a proposal of marriage to her because some chance sight or sound had offered him a new piece to fit into a criminal jig-saw. His meditations did not last long, for within five minutes they were running into Great Pagford, and he was obliged to rouse himself to ask his companion the way to Miss Twitterton’s cottage.



CHAPTER II

GOOSEFEATHER BED

But for the Bride-bed, what were fit,

That hath not been talk’d of yet.

—DRAYTON, EIGHTH NIMPHALL

THE COTTAGE, WHICH HAD three yellow brick sides and a red-brick front, like the uglier kind of doll’s house, stood rather isolated from the town, so that it was perhaps not unreasonable in Miss Twitterton to interrogate her visitors, in sharp and agitated tones from an upper window, as to their intentions and bona fides, before cautiously opening the door to them. She revealed herself as a small, fair and flustered spinster in her forties, wrapped in a pink flannel dressing-gown, and having in one hand a candle and in the other a large dinner-bell. She could not understand what it was all about. Uncle William had said nothing to her. She did not even know he was away. He never went away without letting her know. He would never have sold the house without telling her. She kept the door on the chain while repeating these asseverations, holding the dinner-bell ready to ring in case the odd-looking person in the eye-glass should become violent and oblige her to summon assistance. Eventually, Peter produced Mr. Noakes’s last letter from his pocketbook (where he had thoughtfully placed it before starting, in case of any difference of opinion about the arrangements) and passed it in through the partly-opened door. Miss Twitterton took it gingerly, as though it were a bomb, shut the door promptly in Peter’s face, and retired with the candle into the front room to examine the document at her leisure. Apparently the perusal was satisfactory, and at the end of it she returned, opened the door wide and begged her visitors to enter.

“I beg your pardon,” said Miss Twitterton, leading the way into a sitting-room furnished with a suite in green velvet and walnut veneer, and a surprising variety of knick-knacks, “for receiving you like this—do please sit down, Lady Peter—I do hope you will both forgive my attire—dear me!—but my house is a little lonely and it’s only a short time ago since my henroost was robbed—and really, the whole thing is so inexplicable, I scarcely know what to think—it really is most upsetting—so peculiar of uncle—and what you must be thinking of both of us I cannot imagine.”

“Only that it’s a great shame to knock you up at this time of night,” said Peter.

“It’s only a quarter to ten,” replied Miss Twitterton, with a deprecating glance at a little china clock in the shape of a pansy, “nothing, of course, to you—but you know we keep early hours in the country. I have to be up at five to feed my birds, so I’m rather an early bird myself—except on choir-practice nights, you know—Wednesday, such an awkward day for me with Thursday market-day, but then it’s more convenient for the dear Vicar. But, of course, if I’d had the smallest idea that Uncle William would do such an extraordinary thing, I’d have come over and been there to let you in. If you could wait five—or perhaps ten—minutes while I made a more suitable toilet, I could come now—as I see you have your beautiful car, perhaps—”

“Please don’t bother, Miss Twitterton,” said Harriet, a little alarmed at the prospect. “We have plenty of supplies with us and Mrs. Ruddle and our man can look after us quite well for tonight. If you could just let us have the keys—”

“The keys—yes, of course. So dreadful for you not being able to get in and really such a cold night for the time of year—what Uncle William can have been thinking of—and did he say—dear me! his letter upset me so I hardly knew what I was reading—your honeymoon, didn’t you say?—how terrible for you—and I do hope at any rate you’ve had supper? No supper?—I simply can’t understand how Uncle could—but you will take a little bit of cake and a glass of my homemade wine?”

“Oh, really, we mustn’t trouble you—” began Harriet, but Miss Twitterton was already hunting in a cupboard. Behind her back, Peter put his hands to his face in a mute gesture of horrified resignation.

“There!” said Miss Twitterton, triumphantly, “I’m sure you will feel better for a little refreshment. My parsnip wine is really extra good this year. Dr. Jellyfield always takes a glass when he comes—which isn’t very often, I’m pleased to say, because my health is always remarkably good.”

“That will not prevent me from drinking to it,” said Peter, disposing of the parsnip wine with a celerity which might have been due to eagerness but, to Harriet, rather suggested a reluctance to let the draught linger on the palate. “May I pour out a glass for yourself?”

“How kind of you!” cried Miss Twitterton. “Well—it’s rather late at night—but I really ought to drink to your wedded happiness, oughtn’t I?—Not too much, Lord Peter, please. The dear Vicar always says my parsnip wine is not nearly so innocent as it looks—dear me!—But you will take just a little more, won’t you? A gentleman always has a stronger head than a lady.”

“Thanks so much,” said Peter, meekly, “but you must remember I’ve got to drive my wife back to Paggleham.”

“One more I’m sure won’t do any harm—Well, just half a glass, then—there! Now of course, you want the keys. I’ll run upstairs for them at once—I know I mustn’t keep you—I won’t be a minute, Lady Peter, so please have another slice of cake—it’s home-made—I do all my own baking, and Uncle’s too—whatever can have come over him I can’t think!”

Miss Twitterton ran out, leaving the pair to gaze at one another in the light of the candle.

“Peter, my poor, long-suffering, heroic lamb—pour it into the aspidistra.”

Wimsey lifted his eyebrows at the plant.

“It looks rather unwell already, Harriet. I think my constitution is the better of the two. Here goes. But you might kiss me to take the taste away. … Our hostess has a certain refinement (I think that’s the word) about her which I had not expected. She got your title right first shot, which is unusual. Her life has had some smatch of honor in it. Who was her father?”

“I think he was a cowman.”

“Then he married above his station. His wife, presumably, was a Miss Noakes.”

“It comes back to me that she was a village schoolmistress over at some place near Broxford.”

“That explains it. … Miss Twitterton is coming down. At this point we rise up, buckle the belt of the old leather coat, grab the gent’s soft hat and make the motions of imminent departure.”

“The keys,” said Miss Twitterton, arriving breathless with a second candle. “The big one is the back door, but you’ll find that bolted. The little one is the front door—it’s a patent, burglar-proof lock—you may find it a little difficult if you don’t know the way it works. Perhaps, after all, I ought to come over and show you—”

“Not a bit of it, Miss Twitterton. I know these locks quite well. Really. Thank you ever so much. Good night. And many apologies.”

“I must apologize for Uncle. I really cannot understand his treating you in this cavalier way. I do hope you’ll find everything all right. Mrs. Ruddle is not very intelligent.”

Harriet assured Miss Twitterton that Bunter would see to everything, and they succeeded at length in extricating themselves. Their return to Talboys was remarkable only for Peter’s observing that unforgettable was the epithet for Miss Twitterton’s parsnip wine and that if one was going to be sick on one’s wedding night one might just as well have done it between Southampton and Le Havre.

Bunter and Mrs. Ruddle had by now been joined by the dilatory Bert (with his “trousis” but without his gun); yet even thus supported, Mrs. Ruddle had a chastened appearance. The door being opened, and Bunter having produced an electric torch, the party stepped into a wide stone passage strongly permeated by an odor of dry-rot and beer. On the right, a door led into a vast, low-ceilinged, stone-paved kitchen, its rafters black with time, its enormous, old-fashioned range clean and garnished under the engulfing chimney-breast. On the whitewashed hearth stood a small oil cooking-stove and before it an arm-chair whose seat sagged with age and use. The deal table held the remains of two boiled eggs, the heel of a stale loaf and a piece of cheese, together with a cup which had contained cocoa, and a half-burnt candle in a bedroom candlestick.

“There!” exclaimed Mrs. Ruddle. “If Mr. Noakes ’ad a-let me know, I’d a-cleaned all them things away. That’ll be ’is supper wot ’e ’ad afore ’e caught the ten o’clock. But me not knowing and ’avin’ no key, you see, I couldn’t. But it won’t take me a minnit, m’lady, now we are here. Mr. Noakes took all ’is meals in ’ere, but you’ll find it comfortabler in the settin’-room m’lady, if you’ll come this way—it’s a much brighter room, like, and furnished beautiful, as you’ll see, m’lord.” Here Mrs. Ruddle dropped something like a curtsy.

The sitting-room was, indeed, “brighter” than the kitchen. Two ancient oak-settles, flanking the chimney-piece at right angles, and an old-fashioned American eight-day clock on the inner wall, were all that remained of the old farm-house furniture that Harriet remembered. The flame of the kitchen candle, which Mrs. Ruddle had lit, danced flickeringly over a suite of Edwardian chairs with crimson upholstery, a top-heavy sideboard, a round mahogany table with wax fruit on it, a bamboo what-not with mirrors and little shelves sprouting from it in all directions, a row of aspidistras in pots in the window-ledge, with strange hanging plants above them in wire baskets, a large radio cabinet, over which hung an unnaturally distorted cactus in a brass Benares bowl, mirrors with roses painted on the glass, a chesterfield sofa upholstered in electric blue plush, two carpets of violently colored and mutually intolerant patterns juxtaposed to hide the black oak floorboards—a collection of objects, in fact, suggesting that Mr. Noakes had furnished his house out of auction-sale bargains that he had not been able to re-sell, together with a few remnants of genuine old stuff and a little borrowing from the stock-in-trade of the wireless business. They were allowed every opportunity to inspect this collection of bric-à-brac, for Mrs. Ruddle made the round of the room, candle in hand, to point out all its beauties.

“Fine!” said Peter, cutting short Mrs. Ruddle’s panegyric on the radio cabinet (“which you can hear it lovely right over at the cottage if the wind sets that way”). “Now, what we want at the moment, Mrs. Ruddle, is fire and food. If you’ll get us some more candles and let your Bert help Bunter to bring in the provisions out of the back of the car, then we can get the fires lit—”

“Fires?” said Mrs. Ruddle in doubtful accents. “Well, there, sir—m’lord I should say—I ain’t sure as there’s a mite of coal in the place. Mr. Noakes, ’e ain’t ’ad no fires this long time. Said these ’ere great chimbleys ate up too much of the ’eat. Oil-stoves, that’s wot Mr. Noakes ’ad, for cookin’ an’ for settin’ over of an evenin’. I don’t rackollect w’en there was fires ’ere last—except that young couple we ’ad ’ere August four year, w’en we had sich a cold summer—and they couldn’t get the chimbley to go. Thought there must be a bird’s nest in it or somethink, but Mr. Noakes said ’e wasn’t goin’ to spend good money ’aving they chimbleys cleared. Coal, now. There ain’t none in the oil-shed, that I do know—without there might be a bit in the wash’us—but it’ll have been there a long time,” she concluded dubiously, as though its qualities might have been lost by keeping.

“I might fetch up a bucket or so of coal from the cottage, mum,” suggested Bert.

“So you might, Bert,” agreed his mother. “My Bert’s got a wonderful ’ead. So you might. And a bit o’ kindlin’ with it. You can cut across the back way—and, ’ere, Bert—jest shet that cellar door as you goes by—sech a perishin’ draught as it do send up. And, Bert, I declare if I ain’t forgot the sugar—you’ll find a packet in the cupboard you could put in your pocket. There’ll be tea in the kitchen, but Mr. Noakes never took no sugar, only the gran, and that ain’t right for ’er ladyship.”

By this time, the resourceful Bunter had ransacked the kitchen for candles, which he was putting in a couple of tall brass candlesticks (part of Mr. Noakes’s more acceptable possessions) which stood on the sideboard; carefully scraping the guttered wax from the sockets with a penknife with the air of one to whom neatness and order came first, even in a crisis.

“And if your ladyship will come this way,” said Mrs. Ruddle, darting to a door in the panelling, “I’ll show you the bedrooms. Beautiful rooms they is, but only the one of ’em in use, of course, except for summer visitors. Mind the stair, m’lady, but there—I’m forgettin’ you knows the ’ouse. I’ll jest pop the bed again the fire, w’en we gets it lit, though damp it cannot be, ’havin’ been in use till last Wednesday, and the sheets is aired beautiful, though linen, which, if folks don’t suffer from the rheumatics, most ladies and gentlemen is partial to. I ’opes as you don’t mind them old four-posters, miss—mum—m’lady. Mr. Noakes did want to sell them, but the gentleman as come down to look at them said as ’ow they wasn’t wot ’e called original owing to being mended on account of the worm and wouldn’t give Mr. Noakes the price ’e put on ’em. Nasty old things I calls ’em—w’en Ruddle and me was to be wedded I says to ’im, ‘Brass knobs,’ I ses, ‘or nothing’—and, bein’ wishful to please, brass knobs it was, beautiful.”

“How lovely,” said Harriet, as they passed through a deserted bedroom, with the four-poster stripped naked and the rugs rolled together and emitting a powerful odor of mothballs.

“That it is, m’lady,” said Mrs. Ruddle. “Not but what some o’ the visitors likes these old-fashioned things—quaint, they calls ’em—and the curtains you will find in good order if wanted, Miss Twitterton and me doin’ of ’em up careful at the end of the summer, and I do assure you, m’lady, if you and your good gentleman—your good lord, m’lady—was a-wantin’ a bit of ’elp in the ’ouse you will find Bert an’ me allus ready to oblige, as I was a-sayin’ only jest now to Mr. Bunter. Yes, m’lady, thank you. Now, this”—Mrs. Ruddle opened the farther door—“is Mr. Noakes’s own room, as you may see, and all ready to okkerpy, barrin’ ’is odds-and-ends, which it won’t take me a minnit to put aside.”

“He seems to have left all his things behind him,” said Harriet, looking at an old-fashioned nightshirt laid ready for use on the bed and at the shaving tackle and sponge on the washstand.

“Oh, yes, m’lady. Kept a spare set of everythink over at Broxford, ’e did, so ’e ’adn’t to do nothing but step into the ’bus. More often at Broxford than not ’e was, lookin’ after the business. But I’ll ’ave everythink straight in no time—only jest to change the sheets and run a duster over. Maybe you’d like me to bile yer a kittle of water on the Beetrice, m’lady—and,” Mrs. Ruddle’s tone suggested that this consideration had often influenced the wavering decision of prospective summer visitors—“down this ’ere little stair—mind yer ’ead, mum—everythink is modern, put in by Mr. Noakes w’en ’e took to lettin’ for the summer.”

“A bathroom?” asked Harriet hopefully.

“Well, no, m’lady, not a bathroom,” replied Mrs. Ruddle, as though that were too much to expect, “but everythink else is quite modern as you’ll find—only requirin’ to be pumped up night and morning in the scullery.”

“Oh, I see,” said Harriet, “how nice.” She peered from the lattice. “I wonder if they’ve brought in the suitcases.”

“I’ll run and see this minnit,” said Mrs. Ruddle, gathering all Mr. Noakes’s toilet apparatus dexterously into her apron as she passed the dressing-table and whisking his nightgear in after it; “and I’ll ’ave it all up before you can look round.”

It was Bunter, however, who brought the luggage. He looked, Harriet thought, a little worn, and she smiled deprecatingly at him.

“Thank you, Bunter. I’m afraid this is making a lot of work for you. Is his lordship—?”

“His lordship is with the young man they call Bert, clearing out the woodshed to put the car away, my lady.” He looked at her and his heart was melted. “He is singing songs in the French language, which I have observed to be a token of high spirits with his lordship. It has occurred to me, my lady, that if you and his lordship would kindly overlook any temporary deficiencies in the arrangements, the room adjacent to this might be suitably utilized as a dressing-room for his lordship’s use, so as to leave more accommodation here for your ladyship. Allow me.”

He opened the wardrobe door, inspected Mr. Noakes’s garments hanging within, shook his head over them, removed them from the hooks and carried them away over his arm. In five minutes, he had cleared the chest of drawers of all its contents and, in five minutes more, had re-lined all the drawers with sheets of the Morning Post, which he produced from his coat-pocket. From the other pocket he drew out two new candles, which he set in the two empty sticks that flanked the mirror. He took away Mr. Noakes’s chunk of yellow soap, his towels and the ewer, and presently returned with fresh towels and water, a virgin tablet of soap wrapped in cellophane, a small kettle and a spirit-lamp, observing, as he applied a match to the spirit, that Mrs. Ruddle had placed a ten-pint kettle on the oil-stove, which, in his opinion, would take half an hour to boil, and would there be anything further at the moment, as he rather thought they were having a little difficulty with the sitting-room fire, and he would like to get his lordship’s suitcase unpacked before going down to give an eye to it.

Under the circumstances, Harriet made no attempt to change her dress. The room, though spacious and beautiful in its half-timbered style, was cold. She wondered whether, all things considered, Peter would not have been happier in the Hotel Gigantic somewhere-or-other on the Continent. She hoped that, after his struggles with the woodshed, he would find a good, roaring fire to greet him and be able to eat his belated meal in comfort.

Peter Wimsey rather hoped so, too. It took a long time to clear the woodshed, which contained not very much wood, but an infinite quantity of things like dilapidated mangles and wheelbarrows, together with the remains of an old pony-trap, several disused grates and a galvanized iron boiler with a hole in it. But he had his doubts about the weather, and was indisposed to allow Mrs. Merdle (the ninth Daimler of that name) to stand out all night. When he thought of his lady’s expressed preference for haystacks, he sang songs in the French language; but from time to time he stopped singing and wondered whether, after all, she might not have been happier at the Hotel Gigantic, somewhere-or-other on the Continent.

The church clock down in the village was chiming the three-quarters before eleven when he finally coaxed Mrs. Merdle into her new quarters and re-entered the house, brushing the cobwebs from his hands. As he passed the threshold a thick cloud of smoke caught him by the throat and choked him. Pressing on, nevertheless, he arrived at the door of the kitchen, where a first hasty glance convinced him that the house was on fire. Recoiling into the sitting-room, he found himself enveloped in a kind of London fog, through which he dimly decried dark forms struggling about the hearth like genies of the mist. He said “Hallo!” and was instantly seized by a fit of coughing. Out of the thick rolls of smoke came a figure that he vaguely remembered promising to love and cherish at some earlier period in the day. Her eyes were streaming and her progress blind. He extended an arm, and they coughed convulsively together.

“Oh, Peter!” said Harriet, “I think all the chimneys are bewitched.”

The windows in the sitting-room had been opened and the draught brought fresh smoke billowing out into the passage. With it came Bunter, staggering but still in possession of his faculties, and flung wide both the front door and the back. Harriet reeled out into the sweet cold air of the porch and sat down on a seat to recover herself. When she could see and breathe again, she made her way back to the sitting-room, only to meet Peter coming out of the kitchen in his shirt-sleeves.

“It’s no go,” said his lordship. “No can do. Those chimneys are blocked. I’ve been inside both of them and you can’t see a single star and there’s about fifteen bushels of soot in the kitchen chimney-ledges, because I felt it.” (As indeed his right arm bore witness.) “I shouldn’t think they’d been swept for twenty years.”

“They ain’t been swep’ in my memory,” said Mrs. Ruddle, “and I’ve lived in that cottage eleven year come next Christmas quarter-day.”

“Then it’s time they were,” said Peter, briskly. “Send for the sweep tomorrow, Bunter. Heat up some of the turtle soup on the oil-stove and give us the foie gras, the quails in aspic and a bottle of hock in the kitchen.”

“Certainly, my lord.”

“And I want a wash. Did I see a kettle in the kitchen?”

“Yes, m’lord,” quavered Mrs. Ruddle, “oh, yes—a beautiful kittle as ’ot at ’ot. And if I was jest to put the bed down before the Beetrice in the settin’-room and git the clean sheets on—”

Peter fled with the kettle into the scullery, whither his bride pursued him.

“Peter, I’m past apologizing for my ideal home.”

“Apologize if you dare—and embrace me at your peril. I am as black as Belloc’s scorpion. He is a most unpleasant brute to find in bed at night.”

“Among the clean sheets. And, Peter—oh, Peter! the ballad was right. It is a goosefeather bed!”



CHAPTER III

JORDAN RIVER

The feast with gluttonous delays

Is eaten …

… night is come; and yet we see

Formalities retarding thee. …

A bride, before a “Good-night!” could be said,

Should vanish from her clothes into her bed,

As souls from bodies steal, and are not spied.

But now she’s laid; what though she be?

Yet there are more delays, for where is he?

He comes and passeth through sphere after sphere;

First her sheets, then her arms, then anywhere.

Let not this day, then, but this night he thine;

Thy day was but the eve to this, O Valentine.

—JOHN DONNE, AN EPITHALAMION ON THE LADY ELIZABETH AND COUNT PALATINE

PETER, DISPENSING SOUP AND pâté and quails from a curious harlequin assortment of Mr. Noakes’s crockery, had said to Bunter:

“We’ll do our own waiting. For God’s sake get yourself some grub and make Mrs. Ruddle fix you up something to sleep on. My egotism has reached an acute stage tonight, but there’s no need for you to pander to it.”

Bunter smiled gently and vanished, with the assurance that he should “do very well, my lord, thank you.”

He returned, however, about the quail stage, to announce that the chimney in her ladyship’s room was clear, owing (he suggested) to the circumstance that nothing had been burned in it since the days of Queen Elizabeth. He had consequently succeeded in kindling upon the hearthstone a small fire of wood which, though restricted in size and scope by the absence of dogs, would, he trusted, somewhat mitigate the inclemency of the atmosphere.

“Bunter,” said Harriet, “you are marvelous.”

“Bunter,” said Wimsey, “you are becoming thoroughly demoralized. I told you to look after yourself. This is the first time you have ever refused to take my orders. I hope you will not make it a precedent.”

“No, my lord. I have dismissed Mrs. Ruddle, after enlisting her services for tomorrow, subject to her ladyship’s approval. Her manner is unpolished, but I have observed that her brass is not and that she has hitherto maintained the house in a state of commendable cleanliness. Unless your ladyship desires to make other arrangements—”

“Let’s keep her on if we can,” said Harriet, a little confused at being deferred to (since Bunter, after all, was likely to suffer most from Mrs. Ruddle’s peculiarities). “She’s always worked here and she knows where everything is, and she seems to be doing her best.”

She glanced doubtfully at Peter, who said:

“The worst I know of her is that she doesn’t like my face, but that will hurt her more than it will me. I mean, you know, she’s the one that’s got to look at it. Let her carry on. … In the meantime, there is this matter of Bunter’s insubordination, from which I refuse to be diverted by Mrs. Ruddle or any other red herring.”

“My lord?”

“If, Bunter, you do not immediately sit down here and have your supper, I will have you drummed out of the Regiment. My God!” said Peter, putting a formidable wedge of foie gras on a cracked plate and handing it to his man, “do you realize what will happen to us if you die of neglect and starvation? There appear to be only two tumblers, so your punishment shall be to take your wine in a teacup and make a speech afterwards. There was a little supper below-stairs at my mother’s on Sunday night, I fancy. The speech you made then will serve the purpose, Bunter, with suitable modifications to fit it for our chaste ears.”

“May I respectfully inquire,” asked Bunter, drawing up an obedient chair, “how your lordship comes to know about that?”

“You know my methods, Bunter. As a matter of fact, James blew—if I may call it so—the gaff.”

“Ah, James!” said Bunter, in a tone that boded James no good. He brooded a little over his supper, but, when called upon, rose without overmuch hesitation, teacup in hand.

“My orders are,” said Mr. Bunter, “to propose the health of the happy couple shortly to—the happy couple now before us. To obey orders in this family has been my privilege for the last twenty years—a privilege which has been an unqualified pleasure, except perhaps when connected with the photography of deceased persons in an imperfect state of preservation.”

He paused, and seemed to expect something.

“Did the kitchen-maid shriek at that point?” asked Harriet.

“No, my lady—the housemaid; the kitchen-maid having been sent out for giggling when Miss Franklin was speaking.”

“It’s a pity we let Mrs. Ruddle go,” said Peter. “In her absence we will deem the shriek to have been duly uttered. Proceed!”

“Thank you, my lord. … I should, perhaps,” resumed Mr. Bunter, “apologize for alarming the ladies with so unpleasant an allusion, but that her ladyship’s pen has so adorned the subject as to render the body of a murdered millionaire as agreeable to the contemplative mind as is that of a ripe burgundy to the discriminating palate. (Hear, hear!) His lordship is well known as a connoisseur, both of a fine body (Keep it clean, Bunter!)—in every sense of the word (Laughter)—and of a fine spirit (Cheers)—also in every sense of the word (Renewed laughter and applause). May I express the hope that the present union may happily exemplify that which we find in a first-class port—strength of body fortified by a first-class spirit and mellowing through many years to a noble maturity. My lord and my lady—your very good health!” (Prolonged applause, during which the orator drained his cup and sat down.)

“Upon my word,” said Peter, “I have seldom heard an after-dinner speech more remarkable for brevity and—all things considered—propriety.”

“You’ll have to reply to it, Peter.”

“I am no orator as Bunter is, but I’ll try. … Am I mistaken, by the way, in imagining that that oil-stove is stinking to heaven?”

“It’s smoking, at any rate,” said Harriet, “like nothing on earth.”

Bunter, whose back was towards it, got up in alarm.

“I fear, my lord,” he observed, after some minutes of silent struggle, “that some catastrophe has occurred to the burner.”

“Let’s have a look,” said Peter.

The ensuing struggle was neither silent nor successful.

“Turn the blasted thing out and take it away,” said Peter at length. He came back to the table, his appearance in no way improved by several long smears from the oily smuts which were now falling in every part of the room. “Under the present conditions, I can only say, Bunter, in reply to your good wishes for our welfare, that my wife and I thank you sincerely and shall hope that they may be fulfilled in every particular. For myself, I should like to add that any man is rich in friends who has a good wife and a good servant, and I hope I may be dead, as I shall certainly be damned, before I give either of you cause to leave me (as they say) for another. Bunter, your health—and may heaven send her ladyship and you fortitude to endure me, so long as we all shall live. I may as well warn you that I for one am firmly resolved to live as long as I possibly can.”

“To which,” said Mr. Bunter, “always excepting the fortitude as being unnecessary, I should wish—if the expression may be permitted—to observe, Amen.”

Here everybody shook hands, and there was a pause, broken by Mr. Bunter’s saying with slightly self-conscious haste, that he thought he had better attend to the bedroom fire.

“And in the meantime,” said Peter, “we can have a final cigarette over the Beatrice in the sitting-room. I suppose, by the way, Beatrice is capable of heating us a little washing water.”

“No doubt of it, my lord,” said Mr. Bunter, “always supposing that one could find a new wick for it. The present wick appears, I regret to say, inadequate.”

“Oh!” said Peter, a little blankly.

And indeed, when they reached the sitting-room, Beatrice was seen to be at her last expiring blue glimmer.

“You must see what you can do with the bedroom fire,” was Harriet’s suggestion.

“Very good, my lady.”

“At any rate,” said Peter, lighting the cigarettes, “the matches still seem to strike on the box; all the laws of Nature have not been suspended for our confusion. We will muffle ourselves in overcoats and proceed to keep each other warm in the accepted manner of benighted travelers in a snowbound country. ‘If I were on Greenland’s coast,’ and all that. Not that I see any prospect of a six-months’ night; I wish I did; it is already past midnight.”

Bunter vanished upstairs, kettle in hand.

“If,” said her ladyship a few minutes later, “you would remove that contraption from your eye, I could clean the bridge of your nose. Are you sorry we didn’t go to Paris or Mentone after all?”

“No, definitely not. There is a solid reality about this. It’s convincing, somehow.”

“It’s beginning to convince me, Peter. Such a series of domestic accidents could only happen to married people. There’s none of that artificial honeymoon glitter that prevents people from discovering each other’s real characters. You stand the test of tribulation remarkably well. It’s very encouraging.”

“Thank you—but I really don’t know that there’s a great deal to complain of. I’ve got you, that’s the chief thing, and food and fire of sorts, and a roof over my head. What more could any man want?—Besides, I should hate to have missed Bunter’s speech and Mrs. Ruddle’s conversation—and even Miss Twitterton’s parsnip wine adds a distinct flavor to life. I might, perhaps, have preferred rather more hot water and less oil about my person. Not that there is anything essentially effeminate about paraffin—but I disapprove on principle of perfumes for men.”

“It’s a nice, clean smell,” said his wife, soothingly, “much more original than all the powders of the merchant. And I expect Bunter will manage to get it off you.”

“I hope so,” said Peter. He remembered that it had once been said of “ce blond cadet de famille ducale anglaise”—said, too, by a lady who had every opportunity of judging—that “il tenait son lit en Grand Monarque et s’y démenait en Grand Turc.” The Fates, it seemed, had determined to strip him of every vanity save one. Let them. He could fight this battle naked. He laughed suddenly.

“Enfin, du courage! Embrasse-moi, chérie. Je trouverai quand même le moyen de te faire plaisir. Hein? tu veux? dis donc!”

“Je veux bien.”

“Dearest!”

“Oh, Peter!”

“I’m sorry—did I hurt you?”

“No. Yes. Kiss me again.”

It was at some point during the next five minutes that Peter was heard to murmur, “Not faint Canaries but ambrosial”; and it is symptomatic of Harriet’s state of mind that at the time she vaguely connected the faint canaries with the shabby tigers—only tracing the quotation to its source some ten days later.

Bunter came downstairs. In one hand he held a small and steaming jug, and in the other a case of razors and a spongebag. A bath towel and a pair of pajamas hung from his arm, together with a silk dressing-gown.

“The fire in the bedroom is drawing satisfactorily. I have contrived to heat a small quantity of water for your ladyship’s use.”

His master looked apprehensive.

“But what to me, my love, but what to me?”

Bunter made no verbal reply, but his glance in the direction of the kitchen was eloquent. Peter looked thoughtfully at his own fingernails and shuddered.

“Lady,” said he, “get you to bed and leave me to my destiny.”

The wood upon the hearth was flaring cheerfully, and the water, what there was of it, was boiling. The two brass candlesticks bore their flaming ministers bravely, one on either side of the mirror. The big four-poster, with its patchwork quilt of faded blues and scarlets and its chintz hangings dimmed by age and laundering, had, against the pale, plastered walls, a dignified air as though of exiled royalty. Harriet, warm and powdered and free at last from the smell of soot, paused with the hairbrush in her hand to wonder what was happening to Peter. She slipped across the chill dark of the dressing-room, opened the farther door, and listened. From somewhere far below came an ominous clank of iron, followed by a loud yelp and a burst of half-suffocated laughter.

“Poor darling!” said Harriet. …

She put out the bedroom candles. The sheets, worn thin by age, were of fine linen, and somewhere in the room there was a scent of lavender. … Jordan river. … A branch broke and fell upon the hearth in a shower of sparks, and the tall shadows danced across the ceiling.

The door-latch clicked, and her husband sidled apologetically through. His air of chastened triumph made her chuckle, though her blood was thumping erratically and something seemed to have happened to her breath. He dropped to his knees beside her.

“Sweetheart,” he said, his voice shaken between passion and laughter, “take your bridegroom. Quite clean and not the least paraffiny, but dreadfully damp and cold. Scrubbed like a puppy under the scullery pump!”

“Dear Peter!”

(“… en Grand monarque. …”)

“I think,” he went on, rapidly and almost indistinguishably, “I think Bunter was enjoying himself. I have set him to clean the blackbeetles out of the copper. What does it matter? What does anything matter? We are here. Laugh, lover, laugh. This is the end of the journey and the beginning of all delight.”

Mr. Mervyn Bunter, having chased away the beetles, filled the copper and laid the fire ready for lighting, wrapped himself up in two great-coats and a rug and disposed himself comfortably in a couple of armchairs. But he did not sleep at once. Though not precisely anxious, he was filled with a kindly concern. He had (with what exertions!) brought his favorite up to the tape and must leave him now to make the running, but no respect for the proprieties could prevent his sympathetic imagination from following the cherished creature every step of the way. With a slight sigh he drew the candle towards him, took out a fountain pen and a writing pad, and began a letter to his mother. The performance of this filial duty might, he thought, serve to calm his mind.


	“DEAR MOTHER,—I write from an ‘unknown destination—’”



“What was that you called me?”

“Oh, Peter—how absurd! I wasn’t thinking.”

“What did you call me?”

“My lord!”

“The last two words in the language I ever expected to get a kick out of. One never values a thing till one’s earned it, does one? Listen, heart’s lady—before I’ve done I mean to be king and emperor.”

It is no part of the historian’s duty to indulge in what a critic has called “interesting revelations of the marriage-bed.” It is enough that the dutiful Mervyn Bunter at length set aside his writing materials, blew out the candle and composed his limbs to rest; and that, of the sleepers beneath that ancient roof, he that had the hardest and coldest couch enjoyed the quietest slumbers.



CHAPTER IV

HOUSEHOLD GODS

Sir, he made a chimney in my father’s house, and the bricks are alive to this day to testify it.

—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, II HENRY VI: IV.2

LADY PETER WIMSEY PROPPED herself cautiously on one elbow and contemplated her sleeping lord. With the mocking eyes hidden and the confident mouth relaxed, his big, bony nose and tumbled hair gave him a gawky, fledging look, like a schoolboy. And the hair itself was almost as light as tow—it was ridiculous that anything male should be as fair as that. No doubt when it was damped and sleeked down for the day his head would go back to its normal barley-corn color. Last night, after Bunter’s ruthless pumping, it had affected her much as the murdered Lorenzo’s glove affected Isabella, and she had had to rub it dry with a towel before cradling it where, in the country phrase, it “belonged to be.”

Bunter? She spared him a stray thought from a mind drugged with sleep and the pleasure that comes with sleep. Bunter was up and about; she could faintly hear doors opening and shutting and furniture being moved down below. What an amazing muddle it had all been! But he would miraculously put everything right—wonderful Bunter—and leave one free to live and not bother one’s head. One vaguely hoped Bunter had not spent the whole night chasing blackbeetles, but for the moment what was left of one’s mind was concentrated on Peter—being anxious not to wake him, rather hoping he would soon wake up of his own accord and wondering what he would say when he did. If his first words were French one would at least feel certain that he retained an agreeable impression of the night’s proceedings; on the whole, however, English would be preferable, as showing that he remembered quite distinctly who one was.

As though this disturbing thought had broken his sleep, he stirred at that moment, and, without opening his eyes felt for her with his hand and pulled her down against him. And his first word was neither French nor English, but a long interrogative, “M’mmm?”

“M’m!” said Harriet, abandoning herself. “Mais quel tact, mon dieu! Sais-tu enfin qui je suis?”

“Yes, my Shulamite, I do, so you needn’t lay traps for my tongue. In the course of a misspent life I have learned that it is a gentleman’s first duty to remember in the morning who it was he took to bed with him. You are Harriet, and you are black but comely. Incidentally, you are my wife, and if you have forgotten it you will have to learn it all over again.”

“Ah!” said the baker. “I thought there was visitors here. You don’t catch old Noakes or Martha Ruddle putting ‘please’ into an order for bread. How many loaves would you be wanting? I calls every day. Rightyho! a cottage and a sandwich. And a small brown? Okay, chief. Here they are.”

“If,” said Bunter, retreating into the passage, “you would kindly step in and set them on the kitchen table, I should be obliged, my hands being covered with paraffin.”

“Okay,” said the baker, obliging him. “Trouble with the stove?”

“A trifle,” admitted Bunter. “I have been compelled to dismantle and reassemble the burners, but I am in hopes that it will now function adequately. We should, however, be more comfortable if we could induce the fires to draw. We have sent a message by the milkman to a person called Puffett who, as I understand, is willing to oblige in the chimney-sweeping way.”

“That’s okay,” agreed the baker. “He’s a builder by rights, is Tom Puffett, but he ain’t above obliging with a chimbley. You stopping here long? A month? Then maybe you’d like me to book the bread. Where’s old Noakes?”

“Over at Broxford as I understand,” said Mr. Bunter, “and we should like to know what he means by it. No preparations made for us and the chimneys out of order, after distinct instructions in writing and promises of compliance which have not been adhered to.”

“Ah!” said the baker. “It’s easy to promise, ain’t it?” He winked. “Promises cost nothing, but chimbleys is eighteen-pence apiece and the soot thrown in. Well, I must scram. Anything I can do for you in a neighborly way in the village?”

“Since you are so good,” replied Mr. Bunter, “the dispatch of the grocer’s assistant with streaky rashers and eggs would enable us to augment the deficiencies of the breakfast menu.”

“Say, boy,” said the baker, “that’s okay by me. I’ll tell Willis to send his Jimmy along.”

“Which,” observed Mrs. Ruddle, suddenly appearing from the sitting-room in a blue-checked apron and with her sleeves rolled up, “there’s no call to let George Willis think ’e’s to ’ave all me lord’s custom, seein’ the ’Ome and Colonial is a ’apenny cheaper per pound not to say better and leaner and I can ketch ’im w’en he goes by as easy as easy.”

“You’ll ’ave to do with Willis today,” retorted the baker, “unless you wants your breakfast at dinner-time, seein’ the ’Ome and Colonial don’t get here till past eleven or nearer twelve more like. Nothing more today? Okay. ’Mornin’, Martha. So long, chief.”

The baker hastened down the path, calling to his horse, and leaving Bunter to deduce that somewhere at no great distance the neighborhood boasted a picture-palace.

“Peter!”

“Heart’s desire?”

“Somebody’s frying bacon.”

“Nonsense. People don’t fry bacon at dawn.”

“That was eight by the church clock and the sun’s simply blazing in.”

“Busy old fool, unruly sun—but you’re right about the bacon. The smell’s coming up quite distinctly. Through the window, I think. This calls for investigation. … I say, it’s a gorgeous morning. … Are you hungry?”

“Ravenous.”

“Unromantic but reassuring. As a matter of fact, I could do with a large breakfast myself. After all, I work hard for my living. I’ll give Bunter a hail.”

“For God’s sake put some clothes on—if Mrs. Ruddle sees you hanging out of the window like that she’ll have a thousand fits.”

“It’d be a treat for her. Nothing so desirable as novelty. I expect old man Ruddle went to bed in his boots. Bunter! Bunter! … Damn it, here is the Ruddle woman. Stop laughing and chuck me my dressing-gown. … Er—good-morning, Mrs. Ruddle. Tell Bunter we’re ready for breakfast, would you?”

“Right you are, me lord,” replied Mrs. Ruddle (for after all, he was a lord). But she expressed herself later in the day to her friend, Mrs. Hodges.

“Mother-naked, Mrs. ’Odges, if you’ll believe me. I declare I was that ashamed I didden know w’ere to look. And no more ’air on ’is chest than wot I ’as meself.”

“That’s gentry,” said Mrs. Hodges, referring to the first part of the indictment. “You’ve only to look at the pictures of them there sunbathers as they call them on the Ly-doh. Now, my Susan’s first were a wunnerful ’airy man, jest like a kerridgerug if you take my meaning. But,” she added cryptically, “it don’t foller, for they never ’ad no family, not till ’e died and she married young Tyler over at Pigott’s.”

When Mr. Bunter tapped discreetly at the door and entered with a wooden bucket full of kindling, her ladyship had vanished and his lordship was sitting on the window-ledge smoking a cigarette.

“Good morning, Bunter. Fine morning.”

“Beautiful autumn weather, my lord, very seasonable. I trust your lordship found everything satisfactory.”

“H’m. Bunter, do you know the meaning of the expression arrière-pensée?”

“No, my lord.”

“I’m glad to hear it. Have you remembered to pump up the cistern?”

“Yes, my lord. I have put the oil-stove in order and summoned the sweep. Breakfast will be ready in a few minutes, my lord, if you will kindly excuse tea for this morning, the local grocer not being acquainted with coffee except in bottles. While you are breakfasting, I will endeavor to kindle a fire in the dressing-room, which I would not attempt last night, on account of the time being short and there being a board in the chimney—no doubt to exclude draughts and pigeons. I fancy, however, it is readily removable.”

“All right. Is there any hot water?”

“Yes, my lord—though I would point out there is a slight leak in the copper which creates difficulty as tending to extinguish the fire. I would suggest bringing up the baths in about forty minutes’ time, my lord.”

“Baths? Thank God! Yes—that’ll do splendidly. No word from Mr. Noakes, I suppose?”

“No, my lord.”

“We’ll see to him presently. I see you’ve found the firedogs.”

“In the coalhouse, my lord. Will you wear the Lovats or the grey suit?”

“Neither—find me an open shirt and a pair of flannel bags and—did you put in my old blazer?”

“Certainly, my lord.”

“Then buzz off and get breakfast before I get like the Duke of Wellington, nearly reduced to a skellington. … I say, Bunter.”

“My lord?”

“I’m damned sorry you’re having all this trouble.”

“Don’t mention it, my lord. So long as your lordship is satisfied—”

“Yes. All right, Bunter. Thanks.”

He dropped his hand lightly on the servant’s shoulder in what might have been a gesture of affection or dismissal as you chose to take it, and stood looking thoughtfully into the fireplace till his wife rejoined him.

“I’ve been exploring—I’d never been in that part of the house. After you go down five steps to the modern bit you turn a corner and go up six steps and bump your head and there’s another passage and a little ramification and two more bedrooms and a triangular cubby-hole and a ladder that goes up to the attics. And the cistern lives in a cupboard to itself—you open the door and fall down two steps and bump your head, and bring up with your chin on the ball-cock.”

“My God! You haven’t put the ball-cock out of order? Do you realize, woman, that country life is entirely conditioned by the ball-cock in the cistern and the kitchen boiler?”

“I do—but I didn’t think you would.”

“Don’t I? If you’d spent your childhood in a house with a hundred and fifty bedrooms and perpetual houseparties, where every drop had to be pumped up by hand and the hot water carried because there were only two bathrooms and all the rest hip-baths, and had the boiler burst when you were entertaining the Prince of Wales, what you didn’t know about insanitary plumbing wouldn’t be worth knowing.”

“Peter, I believe you’re a fraud. You may play at being a great detective and a scholar and a cosmopolitan man-about-town, but at bottom you’re nothing but an English country gentleman, with his soul in the stables and his mind on the parish pump.”

“God help all married men! You would pluck out the heart of my mystery. No—but my father was one of the old school and thought that all these new-fangled luxuries made you soft and merely spoiled the servants. … Come in! … Ah! I have never regretted Paradise Lost since I discovered that it contained no eggs-and-bacon.”

“The trouble with these here chimneys,” observed Mr. Puffett oracularly, “is that they wants sweeping.”

He was an exceedingly stout man, rendered still stouter by his costume. This had reached what, in recent medical jargon, is known as “a high degree of onionisation,” consisting as it did of a greenish-black coat and trousers and a series of variegated pullovers one on top of the other, which peeped out at the throat in a graduated scale of décolleté.

“There ain’t no sweeter chimneys in the county,” pursued Mr. Puffett, removing his coat and displaying the outermost sweater in a glory of red and yellow horizontal stripes, “if they was given half a chance, as who should know better than me what’s been up them time and again as a young lad me ole Dad bein’ in the chimney-sweeping line.”

“Indeed?” said Mr. Bunter.

“The law wouldn’t let me do it now,” said Mr. Puffett, shaking his head, which was crowned with a bowler hat. “Not as me figure would allow of it at my time of life. But I knows these here chimneys from ’earth to pot as I may say, and a sweeter-drawing pair of chimneys you couldn’t wish for. Not when properly swep’. But no chimney can be sweet if not swep’, no more than a room can, as I’m sure you’ll agree with me, Mr. Bunter.”

“Quite so,” said Mr. Bunter. “Would you be good enough to proceed to sweep them?”

“To oblige you, Mr. Bunter, and to oblige the lady and gentleman, I shall be ’appy to sweep them. I’m a builder by trade, but always ’appy to oblige with a chimney when called upon. I ’ave, as you might say, a soft spot for chimneys, ’avin’ been brought up in ’em, like, and though I says it, Mr. Bunter, there ain’t no one ’andles a chimney kinder nor wot I does. It’s knowing ’em, you see, wot does it—knowing w’ere they wants easin’ and ’umourin’ and w’ere they wants the power be’ind the rods.”

So saying, Mr. Puffett turned up his various sleeves, flexed his biceps once or twice, picked up his rods and brushes, which he had laid down in the passage, and asked where he should begin.

“The sitting-room will be required first,” said Mr. Bunter. “In the kitchen I can, for the immediate moment, manage with the oil-stove. This way, Mr. Puffett, if you please.”

Mrs. Ruddle, who, as far as the Wimseys were concerned, was a new broom, had made a clean and determined sweep of the sitting-room, draping all the uglier pieces of furniture with particular care in dust-sheets, covering the noisy rugs with newspaper, decorating with handsome dunce’s caps two exceptionally rampageous bronze cavaliers which flanked the fireplace on pedestals and were too heavy to move, and tying up in a duster the withered pampas-grass in the painted drainpipe near the door, for, as she observed, “them things do ’old the dust so.”

“Ah!” said Mr. Puffett. He removed his top sweater to display a blue one, spread out his apparatus on the space between the shrouded settles and plunged beneath the sacking that enveloped the chimney-breast. He emerged again, beaming with satisfaction. “What did I tell you? Full o’ sut this chimney is. Ain’t bin swep’ for a mort o’ years I reckon.”

“We reckon so too,” said Mr. Bunter. “We should like to have a word with Mr. Noakes on the subject of these chimneys.”

“Ah!” said Mr. Puffett. He thrust his brush up the chimney and screwed a rod to its hinder end. “If I was to give you a pound note, Mr. Bunter”—the rod jerked upwards and he added another joint—“a pound note for every penny”—he added another joint—“every penny Mr. Noakes has paid me”—he added another joint—“or any other practical sweep for that matter”—he added another joint—“in the last ten years or maybe more”—he added another joint—“for sweeping of these here chimneys”—he added another joint—“I give you my word, Mr. Bunter”—he added another joint and swivelled round on his haunches to deliver his peroration with more emphasis—“you wouldn’t be one ’apenny better off then you are now.”

“I believe you,” said Mr. Bunter. “And the sooner that chimney is clear, the better we shall be pleased.”

He retired into the scullery, where Mrs. Ruddle, armed with a hand-bowl, was scooping boiling water from the copper into a large bath-can.

“You had better leave it to me, Mrs. Ruddle, to negotiate the baths round the turn of the stairs. You may follow me with the cans, if you please.”

Returning thus processionally through the sitting-room he was relieved to see only Mr. Puffett’s ample base emerging from under the chimney-breast and to hear him utter loud groans and cries of self-encouragement which boomed hollow in the funnel of the brickwork. It is always pleasant to see a fellow-creature toiling still harder than one’s self.

In nothing has the whirligig of time so redressed the balance between the sexes as in this business of getting up in the morning. Woman, when not an adept of the Higher Beauty Culture, has now little to do beyond washing, stepping into a garment or so, and walking downstairs. Man, still slave to the button and the razor, clings to the ancient ceremonial of potter and gets himself up by installments. Harriet was knotting her tie before the sound of splashing was heard in the next room. She accordingly classed her new possession as a confirmed potterer and made her way down by what Peter, with more exactness than delicacy, had already named the Privy Stair. This led into a narrow passage, containing the modern convenience before-mentioned, a boot-hole and a cupboard with brooms in it, and debouched at length into the scullery and so to the back door.

The garden, at any rate, had been well looked after. There were cabbages at the back, and celery trenches, also an asparagus bed well strawed up and a number of scientifically pruned apple trees. There was also a small cold-house sheltering a hardy vine with half a dozen bunches of black grapes on it and a number of half-hardy plants in pots. In front of the house, a good show of dahlias and chrysanthemums and a bed of scarlet salvias lent color to the sunshine. Mr. Noakes apparently had some little taste for gardening, or at any rate a good gardener; and this was the pleasantest thing yet known of Mr. Noakes, thought Harriet. She explored the potting-shed, where the tools were in good order, and found a pair of scissors, armed with which she made an assault upon the long trail of vine-leaves and the rigid bronze sheaves of the chrysanthemums. She grinned a little to find herself thus supplying the statutory “feminine touch” to the household and, looking up, was rewarded with the sight of her husband. He was curled on the sill of the open window, in a dressing-gown, with The Times on his knee and a cigarette between his lips, and was trimming his nails in a thoughtful leisurely way, as though he had world and time enough at his disposal. At the other side of the casement, come from goodness knew where, was a large ginger cat, engaged in thoroughly licking one forepaw, before applying it to the back of its ear. The two sleek animals, delicately self-absorbed, sat on in a mandarin-like calm till the human one, with the restlessness of inferiority, lifted his eyes from his task, caught sight of Harriet and said “Hey!”—whereupon the cat rose up, affronted, and leapt out of sight.

“That,” said Peter, who had sometimes an uncanny way of echoing one’s own thoughts, “is a very dainty, ladylike occupation.”

“Isn’t it?” said Harriet. She stood on one leg to inspect the pound or two of garden mold adhering to her stout brogue shoe. “A garden is a lovesome thing. God wot.”

“Her feet beneath her petticoat like little mice stole in and out,” agreed his lordship gravely. “Can you tell me, rosyfingered Aurora, whether the unfortunate person in the room below me is being slowly murdered or only having a fit?”

“I was beginning to wonder myself,” said Harriet; for strange, strangled cries were proceeding from the sitting-room. “Perhaps I had better go and find out.”

“Must you go? You improve the scenery so much. I like a landscape with figures. … Dear me! what a shocking sound—like Nell Cook under the paving-stone! It seemed to come right up into the room beside me. I am becoming a nervous wreck.”

“You don’t look it. You look abominably placid and pleased with life.”

“Well, so I am. But one should not be selfish in one’s happiness. I feel convinced that somewhere about the house there is a fellow-creature in trouble.”

At this point Bunter emerged from the front door, walked backwards across the strip of turf, with eyes cast upwards as though seeking a heavenly revelation, and solemnly shook his head, like Lord Burleigh in The Critic.

“Ain’t we there yet?” cried the voice of Mrs. Ruddle from the window.

“No,” said Bunter, returning, “we appear to be making no progress at all.”

“It seems,” said Peter, “that we are expecting a happy event. Parturiunt montes. At any rate, the creation seems to be groaning and travailing together a good deal.”

Harriet got off the flower-bed and scraped the earth from her shoes with a garden label.

“I shall cease to decorate the landscape and go and form part of a domestic interior.”

Peter uncoiled himself from the windowsill, took off his dressing-gown and pulled away his blazer from under the ginger cat.

“All that’s the matter with this chimney, Mr. Bunter,” pronounced Mr. Puffett, “is, sut.” Having thus, as it were, come out by the same road as he had gone in, he began to withdraw his brush from the chimney, unscrewing it with extreme deliberation, rod by rod.

“So,” said Mr. Bunter, with an inflection of sarcasm quite lost on Mr. Puffett, “so we had inferred.”

“That’s it,” pursued Mr. Puffett, “corroded sut. No chimney can draw when the pot’s full of corroded sut like this ’ere chimney-pot is. You can’t ask it. It ain’t reasonable.”

“I don’t ask it,” retorted Mr. Bunter. “I asked you to get it clear, that’s all.”

“Well now, Mr. Bunter,” said Mr. Puffett with an air of injury, “I put it to you to just take a look at this ’ere sut.” He extended a grimy hand filled with what looked like clinkers. “’Ard as a crock, that sut is, corroded ’ard. That’s wot your chimney-pot’s full of, and you can’t get a brush through it, not with all the power you puts be’ind it. Near forty feet of rod I’ve got up that chimney, Mr. Bunter, trying to get through the pot, and it ain’t fair on a man nor his rods.” He pulled down another section of his apparatus and straightened it out with loving care.

“Some means will have to be devised to penetrate the obstruction,” said Mr. Bunter, his eyes on the window, “and without delay. Her ladyship is coming in from the garden. You can take out the breakfast tray, Mrs. Ruddle.”

“Ah!” said Mrs. Ruddle, peeping under the dish-covers before lifting the tray from the radio cabinet where Bunter had set it down, “they’re taking their vittles well—that’s a good sign in a young couple. I remember when me and Ruddle was wed—”

“And the lamps all need new wicks,” added Bunter austerely, “and the burners cleaned before you fill them.”

“Mr. Noakes ain’t used no lamps this long time,” said Mrs. Ruddle with a sniff. “Says ’e can see well enough by candlelight. Comes cheaper, I suppose.” She flounced out with the tray and, encountering Harriet in the doorway, dropped a curtsy that sent the dish-covers sliding.

“Oh, you’ve got the sweep, Bunter—that’s splendid! We thought we heard something going on.”

“Yes, my lady. Mr. Puffett has been good enough to oblige. But I understand that he has encountered some impenetrable obstacle in the upper portion of the chimney.”

“How kind of you to come, Mr. Puffett. We had a dreadful time last night.”

Judging from the sweep’s eye that propitiation was advisable, Harriet extended her hand. Mr. Puffett looked at it, looked at his own, pulled up his sweaters to get at his trousers pocket, extracted a newly laundered red-cotton handkerchief, shook it slowly from its fold, draped it across his palm and so grasped Harriet’s fingers, rather in the manner of a royal proxy bedding his master’s bride with the sheet between them.

“Well, me lady,” said Mr. Puffett, “I’m allus willin’ to oblige. Not but what you’ll allow as a chimney wot’s choked like this chimney is ain’t fair to a man nor yet to ’is rods. But I will make bold to say that if any man can get the corroded sut out of this ’ere chimney-pot, I’m the man to do it. It’s experience, you see, that’s wot it is, and the power I puts be’ind it.”

“I’m sure it is,” said Harriet.

“As I understand the matter, my lady,” put in Bunter, “it is the actual pot that’s choked—no structural defect in the stack.”

“That’s right,” said Mr. Puffett, mollified by finding himself appreciated, “the pot’s where your trouble is.” He stripped off another sweater to reveal himself in emerald green. “I’m a-goin’ to try it with the rods alone, without the brush. Maybe, with my power be’ind it, we’ll be able to get the rod through the sut. If not, then we’ll ’ave to get the ladders.”

“Ladders?”

“Access by the roof, my lady,” explained Bunter.

“What fun!” said Harriet. “I’m sure Mr. Puffett will manage it somehow. Can you find me a vase or something for these flowers, Bunter?”

“Very good, my lady.”

(Nothing, thought Mr. Bunter, not even an Oxford education, would prevent a woman’s mind from straying away after inessentials; but he was pleased to note that the temper was, so far, admirably controlled. A vase of water was a small price to pay for harmony.)

“Peter!” cried Harriet up the staircase. (Bunter, had he remained to witness it, might after all have conceded her an instinct for essentials.) “Peter darling! the sweep’s here!”

“Oh, frabjous day! I am coming, my own, my sweep.” He pattered down briskly. “What a genius you have for saying the right thing! All my life I have waited to hear those exquisite words, Peter darling, the sweep’s come. We are married, by God! We are married. I thought so once, but now I know it.”

“Some people take a lot of convincing.”

“One is afraid to believe in good fortune. The sweep! I crushed down my rising hopes. I said, No—it is a thunderstorm, a small earthquake, or at most a destitute cow dying by inches in the chimney. I dared not court disappointment. It is so long since I was taken into anybody’s confidence about a sweep. As a rule, Bunter smuggles him in when I am out of the house, for fear my lordship should be inconvenienced. Only a wife would treat me with the disrespect I deserve and summon me to look upon the—good Lord!”

He turned as he spoke to look upon Mr. Puffett, only the soles of whose boots were visible. At this moment a bellow so loud and prolonged issued from the fireplace that Peter turned quite pale.

“He hasn’t got stuck, has he?”

“No—it’s the power he’s putting behind it. There’s corroded soot in the pot or something, which makes it very hard work. … Peter, I do wish you could have seen the place before Noakes filled it up with bronze horsemen and bamboo whatnots and aspidistras.”

“Hush! never blaspheme the aspidistra. It’s very unlucky. Something frightful will come down that chimney and get you—boo! … Oh, my God! look at that bristling horror over the wireless set!”

“Some people would pay pounds for a fine cactus like that.”

“They must have very little imagination. It’s not a plant—it’s a morbid growth—something lingering happening to your kidneys. Besides, it makes me wonder whether I’ve shaved. Have I?”

“M’m—yes—like satin—no, that’ll do! I suppose, if we shot the beastly thing out, it’d die to spite us. They’re delicate, though you mightn’t think it, and Mr. Noakes would demand its weight in gold. How long did we hire this grisly furniture for?”

“A month, but we might get rid of it sooner. It’s a damn shame spoiling this noble old place with that muck.”

“Do you like the house, Peter?”

“It’s beautiful. It’s like a lovely body inhabited by an evil spirit. And I don’t mean only the furniture. I’ve taken a dislike to our landlord, or tenant, or whatever he is. I’ve a fancy he’s up to no good and that the house will be glad to be rid of him.”

“I believe it hates him. I’m sure he’s starved and insulted and ill-treated it. Why, even the chimneys—”

“Yes, of course, the chimneys. Do you think I could bring myself to the notice of our household god, our little Lar? … Er—excuse me one moment, Mr.—er—”

“Puffett is the name.”

“Mr. Puffett—hey, Puffett! Just a second, would you?”

“Now then!” expostulated Mr. Puffett, swivelling round on his knees. “Who’re you a-poking of in the back with a man’s own rods? It ain’t fair to a man nor his rods.”

“I beg your pardon,” said Peter. “I did shout but failed to attract your attention.”

“No offense,” said Mr. Puffett, evidently conceding something to the honeymoon spirit. “You’ll be his lordship, I take it. Hope I sees you well.”

“Thank you, we are in the pink. But this chimney seems to be a little unwell. Shortness of wind or something.”

“There ain’t no call to abuse the chimney,” said Mr. Puffett. “The fault’s in the pot, like I was saying to your lady. The pot, you see, ain’t reconcilable to the size of the chimney, and it’s corroded that ’ard with sut as you couldn’t ’ardly get a bristle through, let alone a brush. It don’t matter ’ow wide you builds the chimney, all the smoke’s got to go through the pot in the end, and that—if you foller my meaning—is where the fault is, see?”

“I follow you. Even a Tudor chimney winds somewhere safe to pot.”

“Ah!” said Mr. Puffett, “that’s just it. If we ’ad the Tooder pot, now, we’d be all right. A Tooder pot is a pot as any practical chimney-sweep might ’andle with pleasure and do justice to ’isself and ’is rods. But Mr. Noakes, now ’e tuk down some of the Tooder pots and sold ’em to make sundials.”

“Sold them for sundials?”

“That’s right, me lady. Catch penny, I calls it. That’s ’im all over. And these ’ere fiddlin’ modern pots wot ’e’s put on ain’t no good for a chimney the ’ighth and width of this chimney wot you’ve got ’ere. It stands to reason they’ll corrode up with sut in a month. Once that there pot’s clear, the rest is easy. There’s loose sut in the bends, of course—but that don’t ’urt—not without it was to ketch fire, which is why it didn’t oughter be there and I’ll ’ave it out in no time once we’re done with the pot—but while the sut’s corroded ‘ard in the pot, you won’t get no fire to go in this chimney, me lord, and that’s the long and the short of it.”

“You make it admirably clear,” said Peter. “I see you are an expert. Please go on demonstrating. Don’t mind me—I’m admiring the tools of your trade. What is this affair like a Brobdingnagian corkscrew? There’s a thing to give a man a thirst—what?”

“Thank-you, me lord,” replied Mr. Puffett, evidently taking this for an invitation. “Work first and pleasure afterwards. W’en the job’s done, I won’t say no.”

He beamed kindly at them, peeled off his green uppermost layer and, arrayed now in a Fair-Isle jumper of complicated pattern, addressed himself once more to the chimney.
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