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About the Book

A Blandings novel

When the moon is full at Blandings, strange things happen: among them the painting of a portrait of The Empress, twice in succession winner in the Fat Pigs Class at the Shropshire Agricultural Show. What better choice of artist, in Lord Emsworth’s opinion, than Landseer. The renowned painter of The Stag at Bay may have been dead for decades, but that doesn’t prevent Galahad Threepwood from introducing him to the castle – or rather introducing Bill Lister, Gally’s godson, so desperately in love with Prudence that he’s determined to enter Blandings in yet another imposture. Add a gaggle of fearsome aunts, uncles and millionaires, mix in Freddie Threepwood, Beach the Butler and the gardener McAllister, and the moon is full indeed.


About the Author

The author of almost a hundred books and the creator of Jeeves, Blandings Castle, Psmith, Ukridge, Uncle Fred and Mr Mulliner, P.G. Wodehouse was born in 1881 and educated at Dulwich College. After two years with the Hong Kong and Shanghai Bank he became a full-time writer, contributing to a variety of periodicals including Punch and the Globe. He married in 1914. As well as his novels and short stories, he wrote lyrics for musical comedies with Guy Bolton and Jerome Kern, and at one time had five musicals running simultaneously on Broadway. His time in Hollywood also provided much source material for fiction.

At the age of 93, in the New Year’s Honours List of 1975, he received a long-overdue knighthood, only to die on St Valentine’s Day some 45 days later.
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CHAPTER 1

THE REFINED MOON which served Blandings Castle and district was nearly at its full, and the ancestral home of Clarence, ninth Earl of Emsworth, had for some hours now been flooded by its silver rays. They shone on turret and battlement; peeped respectfully in upon Lord Emsworth’s sister, Lady Hermione Wedge, as she creamed her face in the Blue Room; and stole through the open window of the Red Room next door, where there was something really worth looking at – Veronica Wedge, to wit, Lady Hermione’s outstandingly beautiful daughter, who was lying in bed staring at the ceiling and wishing she had some decent jewellery to wear at the forthcoming County Ball. A lovely girl needs, of course, no jewels but her youth and health and charm, but anybody who had wanted to make Veronica understand that would have had to work like a beaver.

Moving farther afield, the moon picked up Lord Emsworth’s brother-in-law, Colonel Egbert Wedge, as he alighted from the station taxi at the front door; and moving still farther, it illuminated Lord Emsworth himself. The ninth earl was down by the pigsty near the kitchen garden, draped in his boneless way over the rail of the bijou residence of Empress of Blandings, his amiable sow, twice in successive years a popular winner in the Fat Pigs class at the Shropshire Agricultural Show.

The ecstasy which always came to the vague and woollen-headed peer when in the society of this noble animal was not quite complete, for she had withdrawn for the night to a sort of covered wigwam in the background and he could not see her. But he could hear her deep, regular breathing, and he was drinking it in as absorbedly as if it had been something from the Queen’s Hall conducted by Sir Henry Wood, when the scent of a powerful cigar told him that he was no longer alone. Adjusting his pince-nez, he was astonished to behold the soldierly figure of Colonel Wedge.

The reason he was astonished to behold Colonel Wedge was that he knew the other had gone to London on the previous day to lend his support to the annual banquet of the Loyal Sons of Shropshire. But it was not long before his astute mind had hit upon a possible explanation of his presence in the grounds of Blandings Castle – viz., that he might have come back. And such was indeed the case.

‘Ah, Egbert,’ he said, courteously uncoiling himself.

Going for a stroll to stretch his legs after his long journey, Colonel Wedge had supposed himself to be alone with Nature. The shock of discovering that what he had taken for a pile of old clothes was alive and a relation by marriage caused him to speak a little sharply.

‘Good God, Clarence, is that you? What on earth are you doing out here at this time of night?’

Lord Emsworth had no secrets from his nearest and dearest. He replied that he was listening to his pig, and the statement caused his companion to wince as if some old wound had troubled him. Egbert Wedge had long held the view that the head of the family into which he had married approached more closely to the purely cuckoo every time he saw him, but this seemed to mark a bigger stride in that direction than usual.

‘Listening to your pig?’ he said, in an almost awe-struck voice, and paused for a moment, digesting this information. ‘You’d better come in and go to bed. You’ll be getting lumbago again.’

‘Perhaps you are right,’ agreed Lord Emsworth, and fell into step at the other’s side.

For a while they proceeded towards the house in a restful silence, each busy with his own thoughts. Then, as so often happens on these occasions, both spoke simultaneously, the colonel saying that he had run into Freddie last night and Lord Emsworth asking if his companion, when in London, had gone to see Mabel.

This puzzled the colonel.

‘Mabel?’

‘I mean Dora. I forgot her name for the moment. My sister Dora.’

‘Oh, Dora? Good God, no. When I go to London for a day’s pleasure, I don’t waste my time seeing Dora.’

The sentiment was one of which Lord Emsworth thoroughly approved. It made him feel that his brother-in-law was a man of taste and discernment.

‘Of course not, my dear fellow, naturally not,’ he hastened to say. ‘Nobody in their senses would. Silly of me to have asked. I wrote to Dora the other day, asking her to find me an artist to paint the portrait of my pig, and she wrote back most rudely, telling me not to be ridiculous. Bless my soul, what a horrible collection of pests the female members of my family are. Dora is bad enough, but look at Constance, look at Julia. Above all, look at Hermione.’

‘My wife,’ said Colonel Wedge stiffly.

‘Yes,’ said Lord Emsworth, giving his arm a sympathetic little pat. ‘Now why,’ he mused, ‘did I ask you if you had seen Dora? There was some reason. Ah, yes, Hermione had a letter from her this morning. Dora is very worried.’

‘Why?’

‘Oh, extremely worried.’

‘What about?’

‘I haven’t a notion.’

‘Didn’t Hermione tell you?’

‘Oh, she told me,’ said Lord Emsworth, with the air of one conceding a minor point. ‘She explained the circumstances fully. But what they were I have completely forgotten. Except that it was something to do with rabbits.’

‘Rabbits?’

‘So Hermione said.’

‘Why the deuce should Dora be worried about rabbits?’

‘Ah,’ said Lord Emsworth, as if feeling that he was being taken into deep waters. Then, brightening: ‘Perhaps they have been eating her lobelias.’

A sharp snort escaped Colonel Wedge.

‘Your sister Dora,’ he said, ‘lives on the fourth floor of Wiltshire House, Grosvenor Square, a block of residential flats in the heart of London. So she has no lobelias.’

‘Then it is difficult to see,’ agreed Lord Emsworth, ‘how rabbits can have entered into the thing. Tell me,’ he proceeded, shelving a topic which had never really gripped his interest, ‘did I hear you say that you had had a letter from Freddie?’

‘I said I had met him.’

‘Met him?’

‘In Piccadilly. He was with a tight chap.’

‘A tight chap?’

Colonel Wedge’s temper was inclined to be short, and a tête-à-tête with the rambling old backwoodsman at his side never improved it. The latter’s habit of behaving like a Swiss mountain echo or the member of the cross-talk team who asks the questions might well have irritated a more patient man.

‘Yes, a tight chap. A young man under the influence of alcoholic liquor. You know what a tight chap is.’

‘Oh, quite, quite. A tight chap, yes, certainly. But it couldn’t have been Freddie, my dear fellow. No, not Freddie. Somebody else, perhaps.’

Colonel Wedge clenched his teeth. A weaker man might have gnashed them.

‘It was Freddie, I tell you. Do you think I don’t know Freddie when I see him? Why the devil shouldn’t it have been Freddie?’

‘He’s in America.’

‘He is not in America.’

‘He is,’ persisted Lord Emsworth stoutly. ‘Don’t you remember? He married the daughter of an American dog-biscuit manufacturer and went to live in America.’

‘He’s been back in England for weeks.’

‘Bless my soul!’

‘His father-in-law sent him over to whack up the English end of the concern.’

Once again Lord Emsworth blessed his soul. He found the idea of his younger son, the Hon. Freddie Threepwood, whacking up English ends of concerns almost incredible. Years of association with the boy had left him with the opinion that he had just about enough intelligence to open his mouth when he wanted to eat, but certainly no more.

‘His wife came with him, but she has gone on to Paris. Freddie’s coming down here to-morrow.’

Lord Emsworth gave a quick, convulsive leap, then became strangely rigid. Like so many fathers of the English upper classes, he was somewhat allergic to younger sons, and was never at his happiest when entertaining the one whom an unkind Fate had added to his quiver. Freddie, when at Blandings, had a way of mooning about looking like a bored and despairing sheep, with glassy eyes staring out over an eleven-inch cigarette holder, which had always been enough to bring a black frost into this Eden of his.

‘Coming here? Freddie?’ A numbness seemed to be paining his sense, as though of hemlock he had drunk. ‘He won’t be staying long, will he?’ he asked, with a father’s pathetic eagerness.

‘Weeks and weeks and weeks, I gathered. If not months. In fact, he spoke as if he intended to stay indefinitely. Oh, and I forgot to mention it, he’s bringing the tight chap with him. Good night, Clarence, good night,’ said Colonel Wedge buoyantly. And, his cheerfulness completely restored by the reflection that he had ruined his relative’s beauty sleep, he proceeded to the Blue Room to report to his wife, who had finished creaming her face and was now in bed, skimming the pages of a novel.

II

She glanced up as he entered with a pleased cry.

‘Egbert!’

‘Hullo, my dear.’

Unlike the rest of the female members of her family, who were tall and stately, Lady Hermione Wedge was short and dumpy and looked like a cook – in her softer moods, a cook well satisfied with her latest soufflé; when stirred to anger, a cook about to give notice; but always a cook of strong character. Nevertheless, for the eye of love is not affected by externals, it was with courtly devotion that her husband, avoiding the face cream, bent and kissed the top of her boudoir cap. They were a happy and united couple. Most of those who came into contact with this formidable woman shared Lord Emsworth’s opinion of her, trembling – like Ben Bolt’s Alice – with fear at her frown, but Colonel Wedge had never for an instant regretted having said: ‘Eh? Oh, rather, yes, certainly,’ in reply to the clergyman’s: ‘Wilt thou, Egbert, take this Hermione—?’ Where others quailed before her commanding eye, he merely admired it.

‘Well, here I am at last, old girl,’ he said. ‘The train was a bit late, and I’ve just been for a stroll in the garden. I ran into Clarence.’

‘He wasn’t out in the garden?’

‘Yes, he was. Courting lumbago, and so I told him. What’s all this Dora business? I met young Prudence this morning as I was passing though Grosvenor Square – she was airing those dogs of hers – but she never said a word about it. Clarence says you told him she was being worried by rabbits.’

Lady Hermione tut-tutted, as she had so often been compelled to tut-tut when her brother was the subject of the conversation.

‘I wish Clarence would occasionally listen to one, instead of just gaping with his mouth open and not paying the slightest attention to what one is saying. What I told him was that Dora was worried because a man has been calling Prudence a dream rabbit.’

‘Oh, was that it? Who was the man?’

‘She hasn’t the remotest idea. That is why she is so worried. It seems that yesterday her butler came and asked where Prudence was, as a gentleman wished to speak to her on the telephone. Prudence was out, so Dora went to the telephone, and a strange male voice said: “Hullo, my precious dream rabbit.”’

‘And what did she do?’

‘Bungled everything, as you would expect her to do. Dora really has no sense whatever. Instead of waiting to hear more, she said that this was Prudence’s mother speaking. Upon which the man gave a sort of gasp and rang off. Of course she questioned Prudence when she came in, and asked her who it was that called her a dream rabbit, and Prudence said it might have been anyone.’

‘Something in that. Everyone seems to call everyone everything nowadays.’

‘Not “dream rabbit”.’

‘You would consider that pretty strong stuff?’

‘I know I should make the most searching enquiries about any young man whom I heard calling Veronica a dream rabbit. I don’t wonder Dora is uneasy. She tells me Prudence has been seeing a great deal of Galahad recently, and goodness knows whom he may not have introduced to her. Galahad’s idea of a suitable friend for an impressionable young girl might quite easily be a race-course tout or a three-card-trick man.’

Colonel Wedge was exhibiting that slight sheepishness which comes to married men when the names of those whom they themselves esteem highly but of whom they are aware that their wives disapprove crop up in the course of conversation. He knew that his affection and admiration for Lord Emsworth’s younger brother, the Hon. Galahad Threepwood, was not shared by the latter’s sisters, who considered that beau sabreur and man about town a blot on the escutcheon of a proud family.

‘Some of Gaily’s pals are queer fish,’ he admitted. ‘One of them once picked my pocket. He was at the dinner.’

‘The pickpocket?’

‘No, Gally.’

‘He would be.’

‘Oh, come, old girl, don’t speak as if it had been an orgy. And whatever sort of a life Gaily has led, by George it’s agreed with him. I never saw a man looking fitter. He’s coming here for Vee’s birthday.’

‘I know,’ said Lady Hermione, without pleasure. ‘And Freddie. Did Clarence tell you that Freddie would be here to-morrow with a friend?’

‘Eh? No, I told him. I happened to run into Freddie in Piccadilly. You don’t mean Clarence knew all the time? Well, I’m dashed. When I mentioned to him just now that Freddie was headed for the castle, the news came as a complete surprise and bowled him over.’

‘His vagueness is really very trying.’

‘Vagueness?’ Colonel Wedge came of a long line of bluff military men who called spades spades. He would have none of these polite euphemisms. ‘It isn’t vagueness. It’s sheer, gibbering lunacy. The fact is, old girl, we’ve got to face it, Clarence is dotty. He was dotty when I married you, twenty-four years ago, and he’s been getting dottier and dottier ever since. Where do you think I found him just now? Down at the pigsty. I noticed something hanging over the rail, and thought the pig man must have left his overalls there, and then it suddenly reared itself up like a cobra and said “Ah, Egbert.” Gave me a nasty shock. I nearly swallowed my cigar. Questioned as to what the deuce he thought he was playing at, he said he was listening to his pig.’

‘Listening to his pig?’

‘I assure you. And what, you will ask, was the pig doing? Singing? Reciting “Dangerous Dan McGrew”? Nothing of the kind. Just breathing. I tell you, the idea of being cooped up at Blandings Castle at the time of the full moon with Clarence, Galahad, Freddie, and this fellow Plimsoll on the premises is one that frankly appals me. It’ll be like being wrecked on a desert island with the Marx Brothers.’

‘Plimsoll?’

‘This chap Freddie’s bringing down.’

‘Is his name Plimsoll?’

‘Well, I’ve only Freddie’s word for it, of course. The chap himself was too blotto to utter. During our conversation he stood silently supporting himself with one hand against a cab shelter and catching invisible flies with the other, a sort of sweet, fixed smile on his face. I never saw a fellow so completely submerged.’

A wrinkle had come into Lady Hermione’s forehead, as if she were trying to stimulate her memory.

‘What was he like?’

‘Tall, thin chap. About Clarence’s build. In fact, if you can picture a young, intoxicated Clarence with a beaky nose and horn-rimmed spectacles, you will have a very fair idea of Plimsoll. Why, do you know him?’

‘I’m trying to remember. I have certainly heard the name before. Did Freddie tell you anything about him?’

‘He hadn’t time. You know how it is when you meet Freddie. Your impulse is to hurry on. I just paused long enough for him to mention that he was coming to Blandings with this fly-catching chap and that the fly-catching chap’s name was Tipton Plimsoll, and then I sprang into a cab.’

‘Tipton! Of course! Now I remember.’

‘You do know him?’

‘We have never met, but he was pointed out to me in a restaurant just before we left London. He is a young American, educated in England, I believe, and very rich.’

‘Rich?’

‘Enormously rich.’

‘Good God!’

There was a pause. They looked at each other. Then, as if by mutual consent, their eyes strayed to the wall on the left, behind which Veronica Wedge lay gazing at the ceiling. Lady Hermione’s breathing had become more rapid, and on the colonel’s face, as he sat silently playing This Little Pig Went to Market with his consort’s toes, there was the look of one who sees visions.

He coughed.

‘He will be nice company for Vee.’

‘Yes.’

‘Do her all the good in the world.’

‘Yes.’

‘It’s – er – an excellent thing for young people – in a place like this – depths of the country and all that – to have young people to talk to. Brightens them up.’

‘Yes. Did he seem nice?’

‘A charming personality, I thought. Allowing, of course, for the fact that he was as soused as a herring.’

‘I don’t attach much importance to that. He probably has not a very strong head.’

‘No. And a fellow spending the evening with Freddie would naturally have to keep himself going. Besides, there is always this to bear in mind – Vee isn’t hard to please.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, dash it, when you reflect that she was once engaged to Freddie—’

‘Oh dear, I had forgotten that. I must tell her not to mention it. And you had better warn Clarence.’

‘I’ll go and see him now. Good night, old girl.’

‘Good night, dear.’

There was a rather rapt look on Colonel Wedge’s clean-cut face as he left the room. He was not a man given to any great extent to the dreaming of daydreams, but he had fallen into one now. He seemed to be standing in the library of Blandings Castle, his hand on the shoulder of a tall, thin young man in horn-rimmed spectacles who had asked if he could have a word with him in private.

‘Pay your addresses to my daughter, Plimsoll?’ he was saying. ‘Certainly you may pay your addresses to my daughter, my dear fellow.’

III

In the Red Room Veronica was still thinking about the County Ball, and not too optimistically. She would have liked to be in a position to attend that function glittering like a chandelier, but of this she felt there was little hope. For though she would be twenty-three years old in a few days, experience had taught her not to expect diamond necklaces on her birthday. The best the future seemed to hold was the brooch promised her by her uncle Galahad and an unspecified trinket at which her cousin Freddie had hinted.

Her reverie was interrupted by the opening of the door. The pencil of light beneath it had attracted Colonel Wedge’s eye as he started forth on his mission. She raised her head from the pillow and rolled two enormous eyes in his direction. In a slow, pleasant voice, like clotted cream made audible, she said:

‘Hullo, Dad-dee.’

‘Hullo, my dear. How are you?’

‘All right, Dad-dee.’

Colonel Wedge seated himself on the end of the bed, amazed afresh, as he always was when he saw this daughter of his, that two such parents as his wife and himself, mere selling platers in the way of looks, could have produced an offspring so spectacular. Veronica Wedge, if the dumbest, was certainly the most beautiful girl registered among the collateral branches in the pages of Debrett’s Peerage. With the brains of a peahen, and one whose mental growth had been retarded by being dropped on its head when just out of the egg, she combined a radiant loveliness which made fashionable photographers fight for her custom. Every time you saw in the paper the headlines

WEST END AFFRAY

PHOTOGRAPHERS BRAWL WHILE

THOUSANDS CHEER

you could be pretty certain that trade rivalry concerning Veronica Wedge had caused the rift.

‘When did you get back, Dad-dee?’

‘Just now. Train was late.’

‘Did you have a nice time in London?’

‘Very nice. Quite a good dinner. Your uncle Galahad was there.’

‘Uncle Gally’s coming here for my birthday.’

‘So he told me. And Freddie arrives to-morrow.’

‘Yes.’

Veronica Wedge spoke without emotion. If the severing of her engagement to Frederick Threepwood and his union with another had ever pained her, it was clear that the agony had abated.

‘He’s bringing a friend with him. Chap named Tipton Plimsoll.’

‘Oh, is that who it is?’

‘You’ve met him?’

‘No, but I was at Quaglino’s with Mummie one day, and somebody pointed him out. He’s frightfully rich. Does Mummie want me to marry him?’

There was an engaging simplicity and directness about his child which sometimes took Colonel Wedge’s breath away. It did so now.

‘Good God!’ he said, when he had recovered it. ‘What an extraordinary notion. I don’t suppose such an idea so much as crossed her mind.’

Veronica lay thinking for a few moments. It was a thing she did very seldom and then only with the greatest difficulty, but this was a special occasion.

‘I wouldn’t mind,’ she said. ‘He didn’t look a bad sort.’

Her words were not burning – Juliet, speaking of Romeo, would have put it better – but they came as music to Colonel Wedge. It was with uplifted heart that he kissed his daughter good night. He had reached the door, when it occurred to him that there was a subject he had intended to touch on the next time he saw her.

‘Oh, by the way, Vee, has anyone ever called you a dream rabbit?’

‘No, Dad-dee.’

‘Would you consider it pretty significant if they did? Even nowadays, I mean, when everybody calls everyone every dashed thing under the sun – “darling” and “angel” and all that sort of thing?’

‘Oh yes, Dad-dee.’

‘Ha!’ said Colonel Wedge.

He returned to the Blue Room. The light had been switched off, and he spoke at a venture into the darkness.

‘Old girl.’

‘Oh, Egbert, I was nearly asleep.’

‘I’m sorry. I thought you would like to hear that I’ve been talking to Vee about Plimsoll, and she seems interested. It appears that she was with you that time you saw him in the restaurant. She says she didn’t think he looked a bad sort. I consider it promising. Oh, and about that other matter. She says “dream rabbit” is dashed strong stuff. The real ginger. You’d better tell Dora. It seems to me that young Prudence wants watching. Good night, old girl. I’m off to see Clarence.’

IV

Lord Emsworth was not asleep. He was lying in bed with a book on the treatment of pigs in sickness and in health. At the moment of his brother-in-law’s entrance he had laid it down for a space, in order to brood on this awful thing which was about to befall him. To be compelled to play the host to his younger son Freddie was alone enough to unman him. Add a tight chap, and you had a situation at which the doughtiest earl might quail.

‘Ah, Egbert,’ he said dully.

‘Shan’t keep you a moment, Clarence. Just a trifling matter. You remember I told you Freddie was bringing his friend Plimsoll down here.’

Lord Emsworth quivered.

‘As well as the tight chap?’

Colonel Wedge tutted a tut as impatient as any that had ever proceeded from the lips of his companion’s female connections.

‘Plimsoll is the tight chap. And what I came to say is, when you meet him, don’t tell him Veronica used to be engaged to Freddie. Better write it down, or you’ll go forgetting.’

‘Certainly, my dear fellow, if you wish it. Have you a pencil?’

‘Here you are.’

‘Thank you, thank you,’ said Lord Emsworth, and wrote on the flyleaf of the pig book, which was all he had at his bedside in the way of tablets. ‘Good night,’ he said, pocketing the pencil.

‘Good night,’ said Colonel Wedge, retrieving it.

He closed the door, and Lord Emsworth returned to his sombre thoughts.

V

Blandings Castle was in for the night. In the Clock Room, Colonel Wedge was dreaming of rich sons-in-law. In the Blue Room, Lady Hermione, on the verge of sleep, was registering a mental note to ring her sister Dora up on the telephone first thing in the morning and warn her to keep a keen, motherly eye on her daughter Prudence. In the Red Room, Veronica was staring at the ceiling again, and now there was a soft smile on her lovely lips. It had just occurred to her that Tipton Plimsoll was exactly the sort of man who would provide her with jewels – in fact, cover her with them.

Lord Emsworth had picked up the pig book again and was peering through his pince-nez at the words on the flyleaf.

When Plimsoll arrives, tell him that Veronica used to be engaged to Freddie.

They perplexed him a little, for he could not understand why, if Colonel Wedge wished such a piece of information imparted to this tight Plimsoll, he should not impart it himself. But he had long given up trying to fathom the mental processes of those about him. Turning to page forty-seven, he began to re-read its golden words on the subject of bran mash and was soon absorbed.

The moon beamed down on the turrets and battlements. It was not quite full yet, but would be in the course of the next few days.
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