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       WEDNESDAY
      
 
    
     
      I was idling away the pre-cocktail ennui, flicking cards into the coal scuttle, when in buttled Jeeves with the quenching tray.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Your whisky and soda, sir,’ he murmured, placing a perfectly judged tumbler at my elbow.
     
 
    
     
      I thanked him with a nod, sinking with ease the six of hearts.
      
     
      ‘Be it ever so humble, Jeeves.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Sir?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘There’s no place like home.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘As I am led to believe, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I mean, Monte Carlo is all well and good.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘But there’s only so much baccarat a man can play.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘So many promenades he can toe along the front.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘So many snails he can winkle out with one of those contraptions.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘
      Pinces 
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       2.
      
 
    
      
       THURSDAY
      
 
    
     
      I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again: you’d have to be loco in the noggin to employ Jeeves 
      and own an alarm clock.
     
 
    
     
      On the rare occasions I am burdened with an ack emma appointment – a round of golf, perhaps, or an early train to Ascot – Jeeves wakes me in excellent time to prepare for the daily grind.
      
     
      More often, though, when the pre-lunch diary is unblemished by obligation, he engineers his ingress to coincide with the specific moment my eyelids flutter back to life.
      
     
      It might, I suppose, be uncanny if it wasn’t so dashed harmonious.
     
 
    
     
      ‘What says the enemy?’
      
     
      I yawned luxuriously.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Nine o’clock precisely, sir.’
      
     
      He drew back the curtains to reveal an expanse of blue sufficient, as they say, to make a pair of policeman’s trousers.
     
 
    
     
      ‘I see the day looks zesty.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Decidedly, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Excellent.
      
     
      I have to zip to the bank this morning to extricate Monty from the bouillabaisse, and deposit my casino winnings.
      
     
      I can amble over in the sunshine.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Very good, sir.
      
     
      I shall lay out the light charcoal flannel.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Really?
      
     
      I was thinking of buzzing the Bees.’
     
 
    
     
      This was Wooster shorthand for Bags, Blazer, and straw Boater – the ideal get-up for a faultless summer’s day – but, by a minute quiveration of his eyebrow, I could tell that Jeeves was far from impressed.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Very good, sir.
      
     
      Although you may be more comfortable in the light charcoal flannel.’
     
 
    
     
      And with that he oozed away to draw the bath and decant the salts.
     
 
    
     
      When it comes to clothing, gentlemen’s personal gentlemen have a comprehensive vocabulary of euphemisms.
      
     
      ‘Bold’ translates as ‘ostentatious’, ‘lively’ as ‘clown-like’, and ‘striking’ as ‘obscene’.
      
     
      To this, they add a repertoire of frowns and winces whenever their sensibilities are offended by, for instance, a nifty and not inexpensive scarlet silk cummerbund.
     
 
    
     
      Naturally, specific outfits are required for specific events (hatching, matching, dispatching), and specific locations (the opera, Lord’s, Bosher Street Police Court).
      
     
      The only acceptable way to stand out, as far as valets and dog shows are concerned, is to combine sartorial purity (‘true to pedigree’) with fastidious uniformity (‘best in breed’).
     
 
    
     
      For reasons obliquely connected with the Gold Standard, Jeeves has an unswerving respect for financial institutions, which he places in the same vestimentary class as churches.
      
     
      It’s not that he’s a slave to Mammon, you understand – though he speaks fondly of an age when gentlemen’s clubs ironed banknotes and boil-washed coins.
      
     
      It’s just that he could never countenance entering a bank dressed in anything less elevated than the nines.
     
 
    
     
      All of which is to say, having bathed long and breakfasted well, I set out that sun-drenched morning attired in the light charcoal flannel.
     
 
     
      
       
        
        [image: ] 
       
 
      
 
     
 
    
 
    
     
      The counting house entrusted with the Wooster sock is Trollope & Sons, a stately institution on Fleet Street, more akin to a club than any modern financial concern.
      
     
      As the old joke goes, there have been Trollopes in the family for generations – certainly since 1720, when my ancestors parted company with Hoare & Co. after an unhappy crossing of wires concerning the South Sea Bubble.
     
 
    
     
      It’s hard not to love Trollope’s – even if the place gets a touch Gilbert and Sullivan around the fringe.
      
     
      The double-height banking hall is illuminated by enormous candlelit chandeliers, and each of the duty-clerks stands to attention behind a mahogany escritoire, in full court dress: velvet coat, silk waistcoat, satin breeches, and silver-buckled shoes.
      
     
      I have it on good authority that the uniform used to include a silver ceremonial sword, and often think of petitioning for the return of this tradition.
     
 
    
     
      I approached my regular clerk, Niven.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Stick ’em up!’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Good morning, Mr Wooster.
      
     
      How may I be of service?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I’d like to withdraw a thousand pounds, please.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Certainly, sir.
      
     
      One moment.’
     
 
    
     
      He beetled off to the senior clerk’s desk, conferred for a moment on the telephone, and beetled back with said senior clerk in tow.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Good morning, Mr Wooster.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘We’ve done all that.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘The manager would like a moment of your time, sir, if that would be convenient?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Buffty?
      
     
      But of course!
      
     
      I always have time for Buffty.
      
     
      He probably wants a racing tip.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘If you would follow me, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      He led me through an important-looking door and down a long, dark corridor lined with shelf upon shelf of ancient ledgers, the combined contents of which bore witness to the financial travails of Europe’s grandest dynasties.
     
 
    
     
      I was shown into the manager’s office where I was greeted by a tall, gaunt, impatient sort of cove who moved in a nimbus of Turkish cologne.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Good morning, Mr Wooster,’ said this beaky bird, preening his Vandyke beard.
     
 
    
     
      ‘And a frabjous day to you, Mr…?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘
      Sir Gilbert Skinner.
      
     
      The chairman of Trollope’s.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Oh, what happened to Buffty?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Mr Buffton-Acton has parted company with the bank.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Retired?
      
     
      He wasn’t that old, was he?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘No.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Oh, 
      I see – sticky-fingers!
      
     
      I must say, I’m a little surprised – he didn’t look the type.
      
     
      But, with all this temptation to hand I can see how even a saint would slip.
      
     
      I mean, take Raffles.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Mr Wooster!
      
     
      I assure you that nothing of the sort took place.
      
     
      Mr Buffton-Acton, if I may speak plainly, was deemed inadequately aligned with the bank’s pressing commercial imperatives.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Sounds painful.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘As a result, I have temporarily assumed his managerial responsibilities.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Lucky you.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Please be seated, Mr Wooster.
      
     
      I don’t have all day.’
     
 
    
     
      Gone were Buffty’s clubbable leather armchairs.
      
     
      In their place stood a single and pointedly uncomfortable metal stool that, several inches too low, obliged me to gaze up into Sir Gilbert’s cold, damp eyes.
     
 
    
     
      ‘I gather you wish to withdraw a substantial sum of money,’ he said, with the more-in-sorrow-than-in-anger tone of one about to punish the entire Lower Sixth for committing yet another Sports Day Outrage.
     
 
    
     
      ‘That’s right.
      
     
      A thousand quid.’
     
 
    
     
      Buffty would have doled out the lolly in a trice, and insisted we spend a chunk of it on an early lunch at Ye Olde Cheshire Cheese.
      
     
      Sir Gilbert, by contrast, was deeply disappointed.
      
     
      This new breed of bean-counter never fails to inform you of the good deed they are doing by handing back your hard-won plunder.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Is there a snag?’
      
     
      I feigned concern.
      
     
      ‘Did Buffty clean out the vaults?
      
     
      Should I pop back when you’ve had a whip-round?’
     
 
    
     
      My levity produced nothing more than an acerbic, gummy smile.
      
     
      ‘Very amusing, Mr Wooster, I’m sure.
      
     
      I merely wanted to introduce myself, inform you about Mr Buffton-Acton, and warn you personally to be on your guard for counterfeit banknotes.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Funny money, eh?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘We are advising caution with various denominations.
      
     
      Tens, twenties, and fifties.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘And how does one spot these lills?’
      
     
      I asked, deploying the forger’s argot I had read about in 
      The Mystery of the Pink Crayfish.
      
     
      ‘Is there a fatal flaw?
      
     
      There’s always a fatal flaw.
      
     
      Is the watermark insufficiently translucent?
      
     
      Or are they printed on the wrong kind of rag?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘There appears to be nothing distinguishing about them whatsoever.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘R-ight.
      
     
      So, you want me to keep my eyes peeled for flawless reproductions of twenty-quid notes?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Also tens and fifties.
      
     
      The utmost vigilance is called for.’
     
 
    
     
      The man was clearly cuckoo.
      
     
      Why they had replaced affable Buffty with this overzealous abacus surpassed all understanding.
     
 
    
     
      ‘I shall do what I can, Sir Gilbert.
      
     
      No man can promise more.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Might I enquire what the thousand pounds is for, Mr Wooster?’
     
 
    
     
      Such rank impertinence demanded nothing less than the truth.
      
     
      ‘I’m going to invest in a new play.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Ah, of course,’ he smiled thinly, assuming this was yet another of my flippancies.
      
     
      ‘If you could just sign here… and here… and initial here… and here… and finally, here… and here… and here.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘In some countries we’d be married now.’
     
 
    
     
      He wasn’t in the least amused, and was keen to tell me why.
      
     
      ‘I have introduced much stricter standards than you would have been used to under Mr Buffton-Acton.
      
     
      We need to avoid even the faintest suggestion of impropriety, irregularity, or jiggery-pokery.’
     
 
    
     
      I resisted the urge to tell him that I’d won a princely sum on Jiggery-Pokery only last month in the Eclipse Stakes at Sandown Park.
     
 
    
     
      Sir Gilbert unlocked a small japanned cash-box and counted out a stack of fifties, like the owner of rare corpuscles resentfully donating blood.
      
     
      ‘I trust this will tide you over for a good while to come,’ he sniffed.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Hold on.
      
     
      How do I know this isn’t the snide scratch you’ve just warned me about?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Mr Wooster!’
      
     
      Sir Gilbert was aghast.
      
     
      ‘This is Trollope’s.
      
      
       Our
       banknotes are above suspicion.’
 
    
     
      I was almost back on Fleet Street when I recalled the second reason for my visit, and whirled round to relocate Niven.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Was there something else, sir?’
     
 
    
     
      I took an envelope from my jacket pocket, and handed it over.
      
     
      ‘I’d like to deposit some francs.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I see, sir.’
      
     
      He leaned in closer.
      
     
      ‘Forgive me for asking, Mr Wooster, but might these funds be the proceeds of gambling?’
      
     
      He tapped the corner of my envelope where it was embossed in gold with the insignia of the Casino de Monte-Carlo.
     
 
    
     
      ‘If by proceeds you mean winnings, then yes.
      
      
       Chemin de fer
      . 
     
      I had a fairly spirited run.’
     
 
    
     
      He looked concerned.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Does this present difficulties, Niven?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Not exactly, sir, except that we have been instructed to report all such transactions to the chairman.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘For what possible reason?’
     
 
    
     
      Niven lowered his voice to a whisper.
      
     
      ‘The chairman is a man of high ethical standards, sir.
      
     
      Sir Gilbert doesn’t approve of gambling, amongst many other things.’
     
 
    
     
      It would not be an exaggeration to say that I tottered a little at this news.
      
     
      What had Trollope’s become?
      
     
      Buffty would cheerfully propose the most trivial of wagers, from the number of the next omnibus to drive past the bank, to the duration of the Chancellor’s Budget speech.
      
     
      His party trick is to guess the height of any top hat – which he accomplishes with unerring accuracy, carrying around a short tape measure during the Season to settle any disputes.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Thank you, Niven,’ I said, re-jacketing my francs with not a little consternation.
      
     
      ‘Your candour is much appreciated.
      
     
      If Sir Gilbert has seen fit to enter holy orders, I shall take my ill-gotten and evidently filthy lucre elsewhere.’
     
 
    
     
      I stalked out of the bank in mid-dudgeon, with the firm intention of forsaking Trollope’s for the more accommodating embrace of a Hoare.
     
 
    
     
      Monty and I met, as planned, on the south-east corner of Cambridge Circus.
      
     
      He had warned me that he’d be ‘filling the sandwich’, but it was still quite a shock to espy his head emerging out of a colossal wooden sign that declared 
      SMYTH’S FOR SNUFF in foot-high letters.
     
 
    
     
      ‘What-ho, Bertie!’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Snuff, eh, Monty?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘It’s “The Pinch With the Punch!”
      
     
      don’t you know.
      
     
      Care for a snoot of Golden Lavender?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘No, thank you.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘How about Irish High Toast?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I think not.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Cock of the North?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Never before lunch.’
     
 
    
     
      Monty glanced about feloniously.
      
     
      ‘Do you have the needful?’
      
     
      He rubbed his thumb against his index finger, like a bookie.
     
 
    
     
      ‘I do.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I say, Bertie, you are a brick.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I’m a blockhead, if anything.’
     
 
    
     
      I handed Monty the stack of notes, which he stuffed clumsily into a trouser pocket.
     
 
    
     
      ‘And now,’ he announced, ‘for the swap!’
     
 
    
     
      ‘What swap?
      
     
      You have the cash.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘The costume swap.
      
     
      You in the sandwich, me a free man.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘What are you blithering about?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Bertie, listen, the money is one thing, and I thank you for it, but it needs to be delivered to Florence 
      instanter.
      
     
      Chop-chop.
      
     
      No time to lose.
      
     
      And, since I am contracted to hawk tobaccy from breakfast till teatime, I require someone – you, that is – to take my part for a while.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘No, no, absolutely not.
      
     
      This is a favour too far.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘But, Bertie, you’ve already relinquished the cash.
      
     
      If you don’t help now it’s a 
      sine quid non.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Oh!
      
      
       Sine quid non
      , is it? 
     
      Really, Montague?’
     
 
    
     
      He stuck to his guns.
      
     
      ‘
      Sine, Bertie, 
      quid non.’
     
 
    
     
      His Latin was as fatuous as ever, but his logic was tiresomely sound – he did, after all, have my splosh.
     
 
    
     
      ‘You win,’ I groaned.
      
     
      ‘What does it involve?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Oh, there’s nothing to it.
      
     
      You walk around Cambridge Circus, clockwise or anti – absolutely your choice – ensuring that at all times you can be seen.
      
     
      No sitting down and no leaning against anything.
      
     
      If you sit, stand, or pause for too long, you become what is known as a “permanent advertisement”, and the rozzers will nab you.’
     
 
    
     
      He crouched down until the wooden boards formed an inverted ‘V’ on the pavement, and wriggled out of his shoulder straps.
      
     
      Seeing I had scant choice, I ducked into his place, adjusted the harness, and rose with considerable effort to my feet.
     
 
    
     
      ‘I say, it’s deuced heavy!’
     
 
    
     
      ‘You get used to it after a while,’ Monty reassured, unconvincingly.
      
     
      ‘It’ll be as the zephyr before long.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I don’t think I’m cut out for the sandwich.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘It could be worse.
      
     
      You could be toad-in-the-hole.’
      
     
      And he pointed to a poor wretch shuffling towards Seven Dials entombed in a four-sided box emblazoned on each panel: 
      GOLF SALE!
      
     
      GOLF SALE!
      
     
      GOLF SALE!
     
 
    
     
      ‘What about the accent, Monty?
      
     
      Do I have to be a Cockney?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Not for this one.
      
     
      Pretty much everyone ignores the sandwich, except for the occasional joker who shouts “Pass the mustard!
     
     
      ”’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Charming.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Well, I’ll be toddling off to the theatre.
      
     
      Back in a couple of hours.
      
     
      Have fun!’
     
 
    
     
      I stood staring at him, attempting to account for this rapid reversal of fortune, but he shooed me away.
     
 
    
     
      ‘You have to keep moving, Bertie.
      
     
      It’s the law!’
     
 
    
     
      Reasoning I would anyway be counting the minutes until he returned, I opted to patrol clockwise, alternating Shaftesbury Avenue with the Charing Cross Road, and passing under the neon lights of the Palace Theatre every fourth crossing.
      
     
      I quickly discovered that Monty was right: ‘meating the sandwich’ renders one practically invisible to other pedestrians, who bump and what-the-hell you with blind impunity and angry impatience.
     
 
    
     
      There was only one other peripatetic placard with me in the Circus – a splendid old boy in a smart peaked cap who held aloft a sign that promised 
      LESS PASSION FROM LESS PROTEIN.
      
     
      Since he was rotating counter-clockwise, the two of us fell into a companionable contrapuntal rhythm, exchanging nods of professional acknowledgement as we passed.
     
 
    
     
      What little novelty there was soon wore off.
      
     
      After fifty or so Circus-navigations, I took a breather against a lamp-post until I spotted a copper heading towards me with an expensive gleam in his eye.
      
     
      Back in motion I developed a hypnotic rhythm, and was soon in a fugue-like state, daydreaming of ways to revenge myself on Monty, when all of a sudden I looked up from the pavement and found myself eyeball-to-eyeball with Aunt Dahlia.
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      ‘There you are, Bertie!
      
     
      And about time too.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Dearest Aunt, what 
      can you mean?
      
     
      Did we arrange to meet?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Certainly not!’
      
     
      she yawped, affronted by the very idea.
      
     
      ‘But I felt sure we’d bump into each other, and I was right.
      
     
      London’s such a little village, isn’t it?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Up to a point, aged thing.
      
     
      There are, in fact, many millions of us.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I only count the people who matter, Bertie.
      
     
      And there are precious few of them.’
     
 
    
     
      Aunt logic is an immovable object; aunts themselves an unstoppable force.
     
 
    
     
      ‘You are quite correct,’ I acquiesced.
      
     
      ‘And here we both are.
      
     
      Although, why 
      are you here?
      
     
      You loathe the metrop, especially in the dog days.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I am here to see doctors.’
      
     
      She gave me a hard stare.
      
     
      ‘And by this stage, I think I’ve seen them all.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Oh, I am sorry.
      
     
      Everything tickety-boo?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Like a clockwork ghost.
      
     
      I shall outlive you, Bertie, if it kills me.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘That’s the juice!’
     
 
    
     
      ‘And now, I want you to join me for lunch at the Ritz.
      
     
      I have a favour to extract, and I require you diverted by food.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘My dear old thing, I’m not sure if you’ve noticed but I am presently otherwise occupied.’
     
 
    
     
      She stepped back, gave me the up-and-down, and for the first time took in my strident promotion of snuff.
      
     
      Without missing a beat she concluded the grandest course of action was a brazen 
      nolle prosequi: ‘Occupied, indeed!
      
     
      What piffle.
      
     
      You exist purely for pleasure, Bertie.
      
     
      Now please be so good as to hail for us a taximeter cab, we’re already late.’
     
 
    
     
      Of all the aunts that grip for dear life to the Wooster family tree, Aunt Dahlia is very much the cream of the crop: not simply a good egg, but an egg that, more often than not, emerges from the frying pan sunny-side up.
      
     
      It’s true that Mrs Thomas Portarlington Travers of Brinkley Court, Market Snodsbury (for that is her formal, postal title), exhibits an infuriated bluntness that would shrink Attila the Hun – but we should not judge her too harshly for she is, after all, an aunt.
      
     
      And, as I have often had cause to observe, aunts aren’t gentlemen.
      
     
      Indeed, Aunt Dahlia embodies the milk of h. k. when set next to my Aunt Agatha, who sacrifices livestock by the light of the moon and chews broken glass to sharpen her tongue.
     
 
    
     
      So, when Aunt Dahlia demands of her nephew a taxi to lunch, said nephew jolly well sets about hailing one, with only the faintest of misgivings.
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      It can’t be every day that the cloakroom of the Ritz is asked to mothball a sandwich-board, but they accepted my burden without demur.
      
     
      After a brief confab, it was decided that the advertisement most resembled not, as I suggested, a wooden overcoat but, rather, a folding umbrella.
      
     
      And so it was that twelve foot of lumber was neatly stacked alongside its rainproof kith and kin.
      
     
      I was even presented with a numbered octagonal token with which to identify my ‘umbrella’ on collection.
     
 
    
     
      Aunt Dahlia, meanwhile, had launched herself across the hotel lobby like a galleon’s figurehead, leaving in her wake the jetsam of other, more timorous guests.
      
     
      Given her principled refusal to make appointments of any kind, the ma
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       3.
      
 
    
      
       FRIDAY
      
 
    
     
      ‘Grrgghh.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Indeed, sir?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Grrrggghhh.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Very good, sir.
      
     
      One moment.’
     
 
    
     
      Some minutes later, Jeeves floated back to the bedroom and I peeked out from under the soft, dark safety of my pillow.
     
 
    
     
      ‘I think this may prove palliative, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      I stuck out my arm and he handed me a tall, cool glass, the contents of which I gulped down urgently.
     
 
    
     
      The effect, as usual, was gradual.
      
     
      It began at the extremities and converged at the core with the awesome impact and unstoppable consequence of a hand-grenade tossed casually through the skylight of a fireworks factory.
     
 
    
     
      My taste buds, which had been thickly carpeted overnight, were newly alive with sensation.
      
     
      My pulse, which had been plodding along in the doldrums, was back to its familiar foxtrot.
      
     
      My ears were unmuffled, my eyes were unglued, and my fingertips were tingling with insistent sensation.
      
     
      The overall effect was akin to being plucked from the third circle of Hell and transported on eagle’s wings to Paradise.
     
 
    
     
      I sat up.
     
 
    
     
      ‘It is safe now, Jeeves, to unleash the curtains.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Very good, sir.
      
     
      And good morning, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Was today’s magic potion different from previous magic potions?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Sir?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘The fuse seemed a touch longer and the eventual detonation a tad more volatile.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘The drink is somewhat instinctive, sir.
      
     
      The fundamentals remain consistent, but there is always the question of how best to equilibrate the ingredients.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Which are?’
     
 
    
     
      He wasn’t falling for that old trick.
      
     
      ‘I shall prepare your bath, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      Years of observation and sly enquiry have unearthed some of his secrets.
      
     
      A raw egg, easy to spot.
      
     
      A healthy glug of Lea & Perrins, one can tell from the colour.
      
     
      And I’m fairly certain a dash of red pepper, and a squeeze of citrus.
      
     
      But there are other powerful components lurking in the substrate, and it is these that deliver the merciless uppercut to an unsuspecting temporal lobe.
     
 
    
     
      No matter how heavily I tax the barman the night before, the morning after is guaranteed to be a snap.
      
     
      I can’t for the life of me fathom how chaps can enjoy a carefree night on the tiles without the safety-net of Jeeves’s pick-you-up to cushion their inevitable fall.
      
     
      Some chance their luck with the hair of the dog; I have always entrusted my soul to Jeeves’s hoof of the rhino.
     
 
    
     
      ‘What’s the forecast?’
      
     
      I called out.
     
 
    
     
      ‘At present, sir, cool, dull, and drizzling.
      
     
      Though I am confident the rain will disperse shortly before luncheon, and the barometer suggests optimism for an agreeable afternoon.
      
     
      Would you care for some tea?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I think coffee is required this morning, and of the fiercest.
      
     
      I need my senses cuffed into shape before we meet with MacAuslan and discover what His Majesty’s Government has in mind for the perfidious Spode.’
     
 
    
     
      In our taxi over to Whitehall I petitioned Jeeves for some advice.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Don’t ask me how, but Monty has bamboozled me into lunching with Florence Craye in order to plead his cause.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I’m very sorry to hear that, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘He’s in love, she’s in limbo, and I am stumped for ideas on how a match might be struck.’
     
 
    
     
      Jeeves considered the matter.
      
     
      ‘I know Mr Montgomery only slenderly, sir, but would I be correct in thinking he is not an avid reader?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Monty is to reading as Mozart was to golf.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Whereas we know, sir, that Lady Florence is a dedicated bibliophile.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘A bookworm death-watch beetle.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Such disparity in intellectual acquisitiveness does suggest one course of action, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I’m all ears.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Are you familiar, sir, with Mr Bernard Shaw’s play 
      Pygmalion?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Where Henry Higgins teaches Eliza Doolittle to become a lady?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Yes, sir.
      
     
      Although in this instance, the roles would be inverted.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘You mean: Florence, 
      qua Higgins, teaches Monty, 
      qua Eliza, about the numberless mental wonders to be unlocked with an ever-so-’umble library ticket?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Just so, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I like this strategy, Jeeves.
      
     
      I like it muchly.
      
     
      It combines all the merits of Monty-proof simplicity with the blue-chip credentials of a literary big cheese.
      
     
      I predict Florence will swallow the bait George, Bernard, and Shaw.’
     
 
    
     
      We arrived at the Cabinet Office as Big Ben chimed ten, and were met on the steps by a dapper clerk who escorted us wordlessly to an elegantly appointed room on the first floor.
      
     
      As before, Lord MacAuslan was elongated against a mantelpiece like a prime example of Euclidean geometry.
      
     
      Above him hung a vast ornamental mirror that reflected the many hues of an entirely different, though equally breathtaking, tartan suit.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Gentlemen, welcome.
      
     
      Please make yourselves comfortable.’
     
 
    
     
      I took an armchair by the fireplace, Jeeves stationed himself by the door.
     
 
    
     
      After the usual pleasantries and how-d’ye-dos, Lord MacAuslan got down to the matter in hand.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Mr Wooster, you will have heard of the Official Secrets Act…?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Er – no.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Really?’
      
     
      He had evidently assumed his question to be rhetorical, and was fairly startled by my lacuna.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Just goes to prove how effective it is, what?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Possibly.
      
     
      The Official Secrets Act of 1920 draws on earlier Acts from 1911 and 1889…’ He hesitated, studied me closely, and, after an uncertain glance at Jeeves, continued.
      
     
      ‘Suffice to say, everything we discuss in this room is to be treated as an official, state secret.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Right-ho.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Perhaps I might ask you a second question: What do you know of the Junior Ganymede Club?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘This time,’ I said, ‘I can be of use.
      
     
      The Junior Ganymede is Jeeves’s club.
      
     
      It’s an association of butlers, valets, and gentlemen’s personal gentlemen.
      
     
      They flock together on Curzon Street to chew the fat, perform charitable works, and wangle the finer points of contract bridge.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Have you heard of the 
      club book?’
     
 
    
     
      You could hear his italics, and I felt an icy caterpillar of fear ascend my spine.
     
 
    
     
      Under Rule Eleven of the Junior Ganymede’s constitution, every member is required to divulge into the ‘club book’ the antics, oddities, and doings-derring of his various employers.
      
     
      No transgression is too small (or compromising) to be included and there are, I’m told, severe penalties – even unto expulsion – for failing to spill any salient beans.
     
 
    
     
      As well as offering a fount of gossipy amusement for the long winter evenings, the book’s main purpose is to provide confidential references for valets and butlers contemplating a new position.
      
     
      Would they, for instance, care to work for the duke who forbids the use of hot water between February and November?
      
     
      Or the marquess who habitually wears ungazetted military decorations?
      
     
      Or the baron who telephones his castle on days he is absent merely to hear the screech of his peacocks?
     
 
    
     
      Although Jeeves assures me that the club book’s numerous volumes are securely under lock and key, and that its myriad secrets are safe with his fellow members, I remain deeply uneasy.
      
     
      To me, the Junior Ganymede book is no less than a Pandora’s box of scandal lurking like a keg of gunpowder between the pages of 
      Who’s Who.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Well, I know that the club keeps a book.’
      
     
      I paused, attempting nonchalance.
      
     
      ‘I gather there may once have been a line or two devoted to me.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Eighteen pages, sir,’ interjected a disloyal voice from the sidelines.
     
 
    
     
      ‘I say, MacAuslan, if it’s about that time—’
     
 
    
     
      ‘No, Mr Wooster, I assure you it’s not.’
     
 
    
     
      Lord MacAuslan abandoned his perch and sat down opposite me.
      
     
      ‘The book is only the beginning, Mr Wooster.’
      
     
      He leaned over to address Jeeves.
      
     
      ‘Might you give us a little of the club’s history?’
     
 
    
     
      Jeeves stepped modestly forward.
      
     
      ‘I’d be happy to, m’lord.
      
     
      The Junior Ganymede Club was founded in 1878 by the Earl of Winchester, who had recently been appointed Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs.
      
     
      As you will recall, the Russo-Turkish War had just ended, and diplomacy – especially as it concerned the Balkans – was at what some have called a crossroads.’
     
 
    
     
      Lord MacAuslan shot me a knowing look.
      
     
      For want of anything better to do, I shot one right back.
     
 
    
     
      Jeeves continued.
      
     
      ‘The Foreign Secretary felt keenly that British statecraft was insufficiently informed as to the intentions of antagonist nations, and, indeed, certain allies.
      
     
      As a consequence, he set about establishing various novel lines of intelligence.’
     
 
    
     
      Jeeves hesitated, clearly seeking permission to continue.
      
     
      Lord MacAuslan nodded his consent.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Steps were taken to collect and collate information from private individuals who had dealings with foreign commerce, academia, journalism, and even tourism.
      
     
      However, the Earl knew well how the muse of history could be influenced informally, behind the doors of private houses and the gates of country estates.
      
     
      As he said, if foreign visitors are discussing politics over the port, or on the moors during a shoot, who better to hear about it than the staff?
      
     
      The Earl consulted with Fairweather, his man at Swanmore Castle, and together they founded the Junior Ganymede.
      
     
      A property in Curzon Street was purchased and converted into a clubhouse, and the country’s most senior butlers and valets were invited to join.’
     
 
    
     
      Jeeves paused briefly, before adding a coda.
      
     
      ‘And, as I’m sure you know, sir, the club’s name draws on Greek mythology.
      
     
      Ganymede was a Trojan prince, described by Homer as “the loveliest born of mortal men”.
      
     
      He was abducted by Zeus and transported to Mount Olympus to become cup-bearer to the gods.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘The original gentleman’s personal gentleman,’ said Lord MacAuslan, taking up the conversational reins.
      
     
      ‘So you see, Mr Wooster, the Junior Ganymede leads a double life.
      
     
      It remains a genuine social club for those in the upper echelons of service – but it is also a conduit of unique intelligence to His Majesty’s Government.’
     
 
    
     
      I was, quite simply, agog.
      
     
      ‘You mean to say, there’s a gang of butlers and valets roaming the halls, sniffing out secrets like the Baker Street Irregulars?’
     
 
    
     
      Lord MacAuslan smiled.
      
     
      ‘I like to think of them as the Curzon Street Perfectionists, but your comparison is apt.
      
     
      Secret intelligence is premised on inconspicuous access.
      
     
      Sherlock Holmes’s urchins could roam the dens and rookeries of London, effortlessly mixing with and eavesdropping on the criminal underworld.
      
     
      Similarly, the Junior Ganymede has unfettered admission to the country’s most consequential drawing-rooms, dining-tables, libraries, and bedrooms.’
     
 
    
     
      He stood and returned to his mantelpiece perch, like a harlequin flamingo.
      
     
      ‘Over time, the Junior Ganymede’s tentacles have extended far and wide, and nowadays the club gathers information from across the domestic class.’
     
 
    
     
      He counted off on his fingers: ‘Private secretaries, estate stewards, drivers, grooms, gardeners, gamekeepers, porters, doormen, pageboys, stable boys.’
     
 
    
     
      He replenished his digits: ‘Waiters, chefs, cooks, nannies, housekeepers, kitchen maids, laundry maids, nursemaids, char women, cleaners… Have I missed anyone, Jeeves?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Pigmen, m’lord, have been unusually accommodating.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Ah, yes, pigmen.
      
     
      Naturally, very few of these people have ever heard of the Junior Ganymede, and none has an inkling of what they might be part of.
      
     
      Isn’t that so, Jeeves?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Yes, m’lord.
      
     
      The secret has remained admirably close.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Below-stairs, back-room, garden-gate, and kitchen-door chatter percolates up to the butlers.
      
     
      They filter out frivolous gossip and pantry politics before passing on what they consider germane to senior Junior Ganymede officers, like Jeeves here.
      
     
      These officers communicate with the Cabinet Office, which in turn coordinates with the Foreign Office, the Home Office, the War Office and,’ he paused, ‘the Prime Minister.’
     
 
    
     
      Observing my look of bewilderment, Lord MacAuslan made a long arm and, with a slender finger, pressed a small ivory button set into the wall.
     
 
    
     
      A distant bell rang.
     
 
    
     
      Moments later the door opened, and in stalked a military gent with a white walrus moustache and a face like thunder.
      
     
      He took one look at me, and snorted.
      
     
      ‘Oh, it’s you, is it?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Colonel Stroud-Pringle, may I present Mr Bertram Wooster?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘We’ve met.’
     
 
    
     
      I rose to my feet and stuck on the bravest face at my disposal.
      
     
      ‘What-ho!
      
     
      Colonel.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘The events of Wednesday night, young man, warrant a little more than “What-ho!
     
     
      ”’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Oh.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘And a great deal more than “Oh”.
      
     
      I sit on the Athenaeum’s general committee, and I counselled strongly – 
      strongly – against offering summer reciprocity to the Drones Club for precisely the reasons that you and your companions demonstrated not forty-eight hours ago.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Just a little high spirits, Colonel, after a few large spirits.
      
     
      You know how it is.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I do not, Mr Wooster, “know how it is”.
      
     
      And I never did.
      
     
      The Stroud-Pringles have always been able to hold their drink, and their bread rolls.’
     
 
    
     
      There was a sullen silence, during which the Colonel buffed his monocle defiantly.
      
     
      ‘However, Mr Wooster, you were decent enough to stump up for my meal so I should, I suppose, thank you for that.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘It was the least we could do, Colonel.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘It was.
      
     
      The very least.’
     
 
    
     
      Sensing the vehicle running away from him, Lord MacAuslan attempted the handbrake.
      
     
      ‘Gentlemen, I am so glad you are already acquainted, it will make the next step so much easier.
      
     
      Please, let us sit.’
     
 
    
     
      As we sat, the rain clouds broke and a shaft of late-morning sunshine played over the Colonel’s face.
      
     
      It might have been my anxious imagination, but I could have sworn I saw flecks of vichyssoise still lurking in his luxurious walrus.
      
     
      I beamed Jeeves a telepathic SOS, and toyed nervously with my cufflinks.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Mr Wooster,’ Lord MacAuslan continued, ‘Colonel Stroud-Pringle is our Cabinet Office liaison.
      
     
      His boys assess all communications passed to them by the Junior Ganymede, grade them for urgency, and channel them to the appropriate department.’
     
 
    
     
      The Colonel harrumphed, a noise I had hitherto encountered only in novels.
      
     
      ‘In the normal course of things, Wooster, you and I would never meet.
      
     
      In fact, I don’t think the Junior Ganymede has ever worked directly with employers.
      
     
      I’ve known Jeeves for years, of course, but all this…’ he flapped his hand as if dismissing the entire 
      mise en sc
  
  Jeeves and the King of Clubs 
  
 
  

 
  
  
   
    
    
      
       4.
      
 
    
      
       SATURDAY
      
 
    
     
      Saturday was as oojah-cum-spiff as a summer’s day could be.
      
     
      Not only was the lark on the wing and the snail on the thorn – 
      comme par ordinaire – but as far as the eye could see every other member of the animal kingdom was suitably conjoined with its appropriate poetical appurtenance.
     
 
    
     
      I breakfasted in bed, as is my wont in the country, and was smoking an early-morning stinker when Jeeves swam in with a jug of hot water and approached me with the cut-throat.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Any idea who’s down this weekend?’
      
     
      I asked, as he got to work with the foaming brush.
      
     
      ‘I’ve seen not a soul since we arrived.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘The remaining guests are due later this afternoon, sir.
      
     
      I gather they include Mr Graydon Hogg, who will be accompanied by his wife, and Lord MacAuslan.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘MacAuslan’s coming?
      
     
      Did you know about this?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘No, sir.
      
     
      Although he and Mr Travers have long been friends.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Well, well, well.
      
     
      He’s a dark horse.
      
     
      Unlike Hogg, who’s just an ass.
      
     
      I wonder why 
      he was invited.’
     
 
    
     
      I’ve known Graydon Hogg MP on and off for decades.
      
     
      He was decent enough at school and when he first joined the Drones, but soon after became preoccupied with self-enrichment, self-promotion, and many other pernicious ‘selfs-’ beside.
      
     
      Although he affects the courtly pose of an Elizabethan parliamentarian – the words ‘whither’ and ‘methinks’ are never far from his lips – money is his true master and politics merely a means of soaping palms and greasing poles.
     
 
    
     
      On the rare occasions Hogg attends the House of Commons, his ambitions are confined to wrecking proceedings with obscure points of order.
      
     
      (His fellow MPs call him ‘Whiner the Poo’.)
      
     
      And, infamously, his maiden speech failed even once to mention his East Looe constituency, consisting instead of a litany of slanders against his mother.
     
 
    
     
      All in all, it was odd that Hogg was at Brinkley Court, and odder still that he’d snared himself a wife.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Who in heaven did Hogg induce to marry him?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Miss Tabitha Spode, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Tibby?
      
     
      Tibby Spode?
      
     
      Tibby the niece of Roderick Spode?
      
      
       That
       Tibby?’
 
    
     
      ‘Yes, sir.
      
     
      The ceremony was a fortnight ago.
      
     
      Mr and Mrs Hogg are presently touring Worcestershire on honeymoon.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘And they say romance is dead.’
     
 
    
     
      Tibby is rather a poppet.
      
     
      True, she is related to the abominable Spodeman, but it never does to judge a niece by her uncle; I would certainly object to being judged by my aunts.
      
     
      And, to be fair, Tibby seems always to recoil from Spode’s more despotic tendencies while remaining fond of the brute in a ‘love-the-sinner-hate-the-sin’ sort of way.
      
     
      Which made it all the more inexplicable that she had cast her radiant pearls before a swine like Hogg, who was, if not 
      echt-Spodean, certainly far from Spode-sceptic.
     
 
    
     
      The cast list descending on Brinkley Court was undoubtedly intriguing, but it failed to throw any light on last night’s 
      Kartenhaus oddity in the library.
      
     
      And so I asked Jeeves if he knew of any other visitors who might be lurking in the brushwood.
     
 
    
     
      ‘I could not say, sir, although several additional guest-rooms have been prepared.’
      
     
      By this time he had dispensed with the blade and was besieging my pores with a hot towel.
      
     
      ‘Will there be anything else, sir?’
     
 
    
     
      I was on the verge of disclosing the particulars of my moonlit eavesdropping encounter when caution held my tongue.
      
     
      Having only yesterday been initiated into the Junior Ganymede conspiracy, I resolved to see if I could unravel, single-handed, the curious incident of the dialogue in the night-time.
     
 
    
     
      ‘I think not, thanks.
      
     
      I plan to take the latest Rex West for a spin in the sunshine, so perhaps just a splash of cologne?’
     
 
    
     
      An hour or so later I was lying doggo in the tall grass, checking the eyelids for holes, when Aunt Dahlia poked me with a croquet mallet.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Bertie, Bertie, Bertie, idle as ever.
      
     
      Follow me!’
     
 
    
     
      ‘To the end of the earth,’ I yawned, clambering to my feet, and plucking burrs from my trousers.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Not necessary,’ she squawked over her shoulder, ‘just to the potting sheds.’
     
 
    
     
      After wending our way through the kitchen garden and past the greenhouses, we arrived at a small, low, red-brick building all set about with apple trees.
      
     
      Aunt Dahlia sprung the heavy rusty padlock with a heavy rusty key, and shoved me unceremoniously inside.
     
 
    
     
      I was immediately engulfed by a miasma of spices, and my instant reaction was to sneeze.
      
     
      And sneeze.
      
     
      And sneeze again.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Do stop that, Bertie.
      
     
      It’s unnecessary and unhygienic.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘But,’ I sneezed, my eyes streaming, ‘the air is poisoned!’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Fiddlesticks!
      
     
      Just a little tamarind, perhaps.
      
     
      Garlic, possibly.
      
     
      Cloves.’
     
 
    
     
      I sneezed again.
      
     
      ‘You should sound the gas gong and provide smoke hoods.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Don’t be so melodramatic.
      
     
      I’ve been working in here for weeks, and look at me.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘You’re acclimatised.’
      
     
      I sneezed.
      
     
      ‘Either that, or you have gills.’
     
 
    
     
      My sneezes continued, much to Aunt Dahlia’s annoyance, and it took some time before my eyes had dried sufficiently to take in our surroundings.
      
     
      The dim, airless space in which we stood resembled nothing less than the cell of a bygone apothecary.
      
     
      The shelves were stacked with jars, vials, casks, and flagons, and the benches were crowded with scales, flasks, and funnels, and a rat’s nest of clamps, retorts, and tubes.
      
     
      The only anachronism was a jaunty wall calendar promoting motorised lawnmowers.
      
     
      (
      The Atco needs but one attendant – an intelligent lad will do!)
     
 
    
     
      ‘Been busy, Dr Crippen?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘As a child at play, Bertie.
      
     
      Don’t touch that pestle!
      
     
      In fact, hands in pockets, if you please.’
     
 
    
     
      Aunt Dahlia gripped my shoulders and rotated me clockwise until I was facing a shelf on which she’d arrayed a procession of brightly labelled bottles.
     
 
    
     
      ‘You recall our conversation about Worcestershire sauce?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘It clangs a distant clapper.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Good.
      
     
      Now, what do you see before you?’
     
 
    
     
      I knew this to be a trick question, but only the obvious was forthcoming: ‘Bottles?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘No, jingle-brains.
      
     
      What you see is 
      history.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Good-o.’
     
 
    
     
      She picked up a long-handled spoon and, pointing to each product in turn, reeled off their names like a pathologist anatomising a cadaver: ‘Coratch Sauce, Halford Sauce, Harvey Sauce, John Bull Sauce, King of Oude Sauce, Quin Sauce, Reading Sauce, Royal Osborne Sauce, Soho Sauce, and Soyer’s Sultana Sauce.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘And that one?’
      
     
      I asked, pointing with my nose to the last in line, since my hands remained confined to my trousers.
     
 
    
     
      She peered at the label.
      
     
      ‘Rowland’s Macassar Hair Oil… I can’t think how that got there.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘It’s probably delicious.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Anyway, 
      history.
      
     
      Each of these sauces once challenged the mighty Lea and Perrins, and each of them failed.
      
     
      We, irksome nephew, shall not fail!’
     
 
    
     
      She gripped my shoulders once again, and rotated me counter-clockwise until I was facing a small desk shrouded by a panel of white linen.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Now, pay attention.’
      
     
      Gently she drew back the cloth to expose a neat row of glass-stoppered jars, elegantly numbered from one to six.
      
     
      ‘You see before you, Brinkley Sauce.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘All of them?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘One of them.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Eh?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Each is a different formulation.’
     
 
    
     
      I perked up.
      
     
      ‘Oh, is it a game?
      
     
      Like three-card monte?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Three-what 
      what?’
      
     
      she yapped.
     
 
    
     
      I outlined the elements of ‘find the lady’ – tracking a card-sharp’s legerdemain to pick the queen from betwixt two knaves – and was about to demonstrate the con with three beakers and a walnut shell when Aunt Dahlia rapped my knuckles with her long-handled spoon.
     
 
    
     
      ‘It’s 
      nothing like that,’ she scolded.
      
     
      ‘Well, possibly a little.
      
     
      It’s certainly a question of selection, but not selection by chance.
      
     
      Tonight, the recipe for Brinkley Sauce will be chosen by no less an authority than Mr Harold Redmane.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Who?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Harold Redmane has, for the past twenty-three years, been Lea and Perrins’ chief taster.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Why on earth would Harold Redmane help the competition?’
     
 
    
     
      Aunt Dahlia sighed.
      
     
      ‘He won’t know he’s helping the competition, you poltroon.
      
     
      He won’t even know we 
      are the competition.
      
     
      He’ll just be a guest tonight for supper—’ She stopped abruptly, screwed shut her eyes, and went puce in the dial.
     
 
    
     
      ‘I say, are you all right?’
     
 
    
     
      She held up a hand and turned to the wall.
      
     
      After an excruciating interval, she sneezed explosively and repeatedly.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Aha!’
      
     
      I crowed.
      
     
      ‘Just a little tamarind, perhaps?
      
     
      Garlic, possibly?
      
     
      Cloves?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about, Bertie,’ she sniffed, mascara streaming down her cheeks.
      
     
      ‘Merely the mildest effects of hay fever.
      
     
      Now, where was I?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Supper.
      
      
       Ce soir.
      ’
 
    
     
      ‘Ah, yes.
      
     
      Now, listen carefully.
      
     
      Six courses will be served tonight, and each course will make liberal use of one of these versions of Brinkley Sauce.
      
     
      Are you clear?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘As the cloudless hour.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘You shall sit next to Mr Redmane and interrogate him closely – but casually, mind – on which of the sauces he likes best, and why.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I was wondering when the shoe would drop.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘The Americans call it “industrial espionage”.
      
     
      I read about it in the 
      Church Times.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘And how does the epicurean Anatole feel about all this?
      
     
      Come to think of it, why isn’t this vain and deceitful alchemy taking place in his kitchen?’
     
 
    
     
      Aunt Dahlia studied her fingernails, the personification of guilt.
      
     
      ‘Anatole is on holiday.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Hang on a sec, old fruit.
      
     
      You lured me down here on the distinct promise that Anatole was returned from Grenoble and, quote, “stood ready to give my gluttony free rein”.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Return-
      ing from Grenoble, I said.
      
     
      Not return-
      ed.
      
     
      If you had worked harder at your English grammar you would grasp the nuance.’
     
 
    
     
      Nuance, my eye!
      
     
      We both knew that Anatole would never tolerate such Frankensteinian meddling in his culinary 
      sanctum sanctorum.
      
     
      He very nearly chucked it in when Aunt Dahlia had the audacity to bring home a packet of margarine.
     
 
    
     
      ‘I thought it prudent to wait until Anatole was safely across the Channel,’ she paused, ‘before devising these sauces, and tonight’s meal.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Good God!’
      
     
      This was such a terrifying revelation, I hardly dared seek confirmation.
      
     
      ‘You… 
      cook?’
     
 
    
     
      Aunt Dahlia assumed a regal air.
      
     
      ‘I supervise, which amounts to much the same thing.
      
     
      The trifling details of chopping and boiling I left to Giovanni.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Giovanni?
      
     
      Who he?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘A temporary chef sent by the agency.
      
     
      Giovanni’s been tremendously helpful, if a little bemused.
      
     
      I’m not sure the Italians really 
      get Worcestershire sauce.
      
     
      Can’t think why.
      
     
      Something to do with the spice route, perhaps?
      
     
      Anyway, Anatole returns tomorrow and will cook for you an especially sybaritic Sunday lunch.
      
     
      In the meantime, tonight’s supper needs planning.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘And why is Giovanni not planning supper?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Giovanni left early this morning for a new position in London.
      
     
      But he has assembled all of the sauces, and the staff are presently busy with tonight’s menu.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘So why am I here?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘To learn about Brinkley Sauce, and prepare yourself for Mr Redmane!
      
     
      Really, Bertie, do you peeve me for sport?’
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      I left Aunt Dahlia’s dark satanic mill in something of a daze, the victim of oxygen starvation, capsicum poisoning, and what I believe sea-divers call the staggers.
      
     
      Rubbing spice into these culinary wounds, I had been press-ganged into a scheme so lame-brained I was almost too ashamed to seek counsel from the Mycroft of Mayfair.
     
 
    
     
      International relations had been strained since late last night, when Jeeves, unpacking the Wooster impedimenta, came upon my new tartan slippers.
      
     
      He said nothing, naturally – that is not his way – but I was not altogether surprised to wake this morning and spy my shoes neatly arranged in the waste-paper basket.
      
     
      The safest place for such disputatious footwear was evidently on my feet.
     
 
    
     
      Indeed, I was wearing the 
      casus belli as I entered my room and found my man giving the summer worsteds a good going-over with a stiff brush.
     
 
    
     
      I resolved to give no quarter.
     
 
    
     
      ‘What-ho, Jeeves.
      
     
      Hard at it?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Moderately, sir.
      
     
      The kitchen is under a certain strain with Mr Anatole away, so I assisted Mr Seppings in the cellar with the wine for tonight’s supper.
      
     
      I also supervised the mechanic who arrived to repair the motor car.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Was it the flywheel?’
      
     
      I guessed the only engine part I know.
     
 
    
     
      Jeeves set about my country brogues with the brown-on-brown-off.
     
 
    
     
      ‘No, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Has anyone else arrived?
      
     
      MacAuslan?
      
     
      Hogg?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘No, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      He wasn’t in the mood for idle banter, that was abundantly clear.
      
     
      Nevertheless, I persisted.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Jeeves, you won’t guess the insanity of Aunt Dahlia’s latest half-pie scheme!’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I fear you may be correct, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘She’s creating a Worcestershire sauce to rival Lea and Perrins.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Very good, sir.’
      
     
      The man could be as incurious as a cobblestone.
     
 
    
     
      ‘She’s cooked up six versions, and plans to serve them tonight to the Lea and Perrins chief taster.’
     
 
    
     
      This piqued his interest, and he looked up from his polishing.
      
     
      ‘I’m surprised, sir, that any employee of so esteemed a company would be willing to assist Mrs Travers in such an endeavour.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘That’s exactly what I said!
      
     
      But she has lured him here under false whatnots, and he has no idea he’s about to commit industrious espionage.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I see, sir.
      
     
      How novel.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘She’s all of a flutter, you know.
      
     
      Expects to make her fortune.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘While I admire Mrs Travers’ enthusiasm, sir, I do not foresee Lea and Perrins being unduly perturbed by the competition.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Neither do I.
      
     
      But – here’s the biscuit – what if she has, in fact, scenarioed the perfect Worcestershire sauce.
      
     
      What then?’
     
 
    
     
      There’s a moment when you know you’ve disappointed Jeeves.
      
     
      He conceals it, of course, like the hardy perennial he is, but I can always tell when the pressure gauge drops a millibar or two.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Assuming, sir, that Mrs Travers has indeed created a Worcestershire sauce to equal or surpass Lea and Perrins…’ he paused to let the absurdity of the idea marinade ‘… there are other significant hurdles.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Such as?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘It would require some time to research the subject in detail, sir, but offhand, I might suggest: sourcing and importing raw ingredients, industrial manufacture, bottling, labelling, warehousing, distribution, advertising, domestic sales, foreign sales, defending inevitable legal challenges, obtaining a Royal Warrant, and finally, sir, naming the product.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Oh, she’s got the name!
      
     
      She’s going to call it Brinkley Sauce.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘In which case, sir, her success is assured.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I know, I know.
      
     
      It’s completely doolally.
      
     
      What’s worse, I am to be the ventriloquist’s dummy in her cockeyed venture – unless you can think of a way to unpuppet me?’
     
 
    
     
      He glanced down at my slippers.
      
     
      ‘Nothing springs immediately to mind, sir, but I shall give the matter my full attention.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Right-ho.
      
     
      Well, as aunts bid, nephews serve.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘So I have observed, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      We were interrupted by a terrific hammering on the door, as if a raid by the Keystone Kops had been set to the music of Wagner.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Who is it?’
      
     
      I trilled.
     
 
    
     
      ‘It’s me, you simpleton.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Do you have a warrant?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I’m coming in, and so help me God, you had better be decent.’
     
 
    
     
      The handle turned, and in flew an aunt.
     
 
    
     
      ‘It’s a calamity,’ Dahlia blurted, before seeing we were not alone.
      
     
      ‘Oh, hullo, Jeeves, I didn’t know you were here, although I’m frightfully glad you are.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Good morning, Mrs Travers.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘The calamity?’
      
     
      I asked.
      
     
      ‘That justifies this deplorable violation of sanctuary?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘He’s back!’
      
     
      she yawped.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Who?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Anatole!’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I thought he was returning tomorrow?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Well, that’s what I thought he said, but with that accent…’
     
 
    
     
      ‘If you had worked harder at your French vocabulary you would have grasped the nuance.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘This is not the time for asinine quips, Bertie.
      
     
      Anatole has just telephoned from the station because there was no car to collect him and, heavens, is he upset!
      
     
      What’s more, he says he’s looking forward to meeting Giovanni.
      
     
      It seems they’ve been corresponding.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘But you said Giovanni left this morning.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Just after breakfast.
      
     
      And that’s not the worst of it.
      
     
      When Anatole discovers tonight’s little supper, he will walk out never to return, quite possibly followed by your uncle.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘What would you have us do?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Something.
      
     
      Anything.
      
     
      I’ve dispatched Waterbury to collect him in the Rolls, which gives us about twenty minutes to come up with some kind of plan.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Well—’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Not you, buttinski – Jeeves!
      
     
      Any thoughts, Jeeves?
      
     
      I assume dunderhead here has snitched my plans for Brinkley Sauce?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Mr Wooster was kind enough to share some of the particulars concerning your most intriguing venture, madam.’
     
 
    
     
      I deflected Aunt Dahlia’s tut-mouthed disapproval with the merest of shrugs.
      
     
      I mean to say, if Jeeves can’t be trusted with the family silver then life would indeed be nasty, brutish, and short.
     
 
    
     
      ‘If I grasp the matter correctly, madam, it seems there are three intersecting objectives.
      
     
      The first, to keep concealed both Brinkley Sauce and the preparations for tonight’s meal.
      
     
      The second, to engineer some kind of encounter with the now-departed Mr Giovanni.
      
     
      And the third, to ensure Mr Anatole remains effectively absent until tomorrow morning.’
     
 
    
     
      Aunt Dahlia groaned like a sat-upon accordion.
      
     
      ‘It sounds even more hopeless when you list it like that.’
     
 
    
     
      Jeeves gave a contemplative frown.
      
     
      ‘I wonder, madam, did Mr Anatole ever meet Mr Giovanni?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Is this really relevant?’
      
     
      I asked.
      
     
      ‘Time ticks by.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘It is axiomatic, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘No,’ said Aunt Dahlia, ‘they never met.
      
     
      Everything was arranged through the agency, and Anatole left for France the day before Giovanni arrived.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘That is providential, madam.
      
     
      And would I be correct in assuming that Mr Giovanni is an Italian gentleman?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘He could hardly be more Italian.
      
     
      He’s from Venice and never stopped singing about gondolas, at least that’s what it sounded like to me.
      
     
      His accent is thicker than Anatole’s.’
     
 
    
     
      Jeeves turned to me with a speculative look, and the fog suddenly cleared.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Oh, no.
      
     
      Categorically not.
      
     
      It’s entirely absurd, unreasonably humiliating, and it couldn’t possibly work.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘What couldn’t work, Bertie?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Jeeves wants me to pretend to be Giovanni.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Brilliant!’
      
     
      Aunt Dahlia declared.
      
     
      ‘Why didn’t I think of that?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Because it’s not brilliant, it’s complete and utter lunacy.
      
     
      An absolute no go.
      
     
      Anatole has known me for years and he won’t be fooled for a second.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘If I may be permitted to disagree, sir, there are several points in our favour.
      
     
      First, Mr Anatole does not expect you to be at Brinkley Court, and so the comparison will not suggest itself.
      
     
      Second, Mr Giovanni’s strong Venetian accent will add a useful element of what stage magicians call “misdirection”.
      
     
      And third, given the undeviating and encompassing nature of a chef’s uniform, we will need only to disguise your face.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Jeeves, if you say the word “moustache” I will not be held responsible for my actions.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘No, sir.
      
     
      Even if I thought a counterfeit mystacinous hairpiece would be expedient, I am far from confident we could locate such an item in the time presently before us.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘So, what do you suggest?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘A pair of spectacles, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘That’s it?
      
     
      That’s the alpha and omega of your proposed disguise?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Yes, sir, assuming they are of a sufficiently unusual and distracting design.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘
      Hoick halloo!’
      
     
      yawped Aunt Dahlia, with the wild euphoria of one who, while galloping destructively across a tenant farmer’s potato field, has sighted, in the far distance, Reynard tucking into a spot of tiffin in the henhouse.
      
     
      ‘The new under-gardener has a very peculiar pair of glasses.
      
     
      He lost an eye, you see, so one of the discs is completely black.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘That sounds ideal, madam.
      
     
      When did he enter your employment?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Last week, why?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘In which case, madam, Mr Anatole will not have met him.
      
     
      Do you know if he is working today?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘He was knee-deep in the rhubarb a little earlier.’
     
 
    
     
      Someone brainy once observed that war is first impossible and then inevitable – and something depressingly similar was coming to a head in my bedroom.
      
     
      The speed and certainty with which Jeeves’s preposterous scheme had unfolded meant that my participation was all but inescapable – but I’d be dashed if I was facing the enemy alone.
     
 
    
     
      ‘And how will 
      you be helping, aunt o’ mine?
      
     
      This is, after all, a calamity entirely of your construction.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘How kind of you to remind me, Bertie.
      
     
      What 
      willI be doing, Jeeves?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Your role, madam, will be to direct the kitchen staff in concealing all traces of tonight’s meal.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Concealing them where?
      
     
      The kitchen is preparing six courses in quantities sufficient to deluge a small village.
      
     
      This is hardly something we can kick under the rug.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Might I suggest the stable blocks, madam, which afford ample space and provide little incentive for Mr Anatole to visit?’
     
 
    
     
      I began to object, when Aunt Dahlia reached out and placed her hand over my mouth.
      
     
      ‘We haven’t time for your not-at-all-ing, Bertie.
      
     
      A maniacal Frenchman is approaching at speed, and if you want to taste his 
      Nonnettes de poulet Agn
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       SUNDAY
      
 
    
     
      Sunday breakfast at Brinkley Court begins early in the summer, giving churchgoers plenty of time to stroll across the meadows at a leisurely pace.
      
     
      But after a fitful night dreaming of ice cream and fire hoses, I entered the dining-room on the lateish side.
     
 
    
     
      As per, the sideboard groaned under a cornucopia of eggs, bacon, kippers, and kedgeree.
      
     
      In stark contrast, my fellow guests sat before nakedly empty plates sipping black coffee and shooting fearful glances at the buffet.
      
     
      Bitten hard by supper, they were twice shy at breakfast.
     
 
    
     
      As a blood relative of the noticeably absent hosts, I felt duty-bound to jolly things up a little.
      
     
      ‘Good morning, good morning,’ I beamed.
      
     
      ‘Nobody hungry?’
     
 
    
     
      Lord MacAuslan gave me a pained glance, Iona snickered, and Sir Gilbert sat silently reading the 
      Sunday Times.
     
 
    
     
      ‘I think maybe some black pudding…’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Please, Mr Wooster,’ MacAuslan groaned.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Or maybe just some bicarb.
      
     
      Is it just us?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Mr and Mrs Hogg were here briefly, but have since left for St Mary’s.
      
     
      And I’ve not yet seen your uncle or aunt.’
     
 
    
     
      I attempted to include Sir Gilbert in our conversation.
      
     
      ‘I didn’t know they got the papers here this early.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘They don’t.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘And yet…’
     
 
    
     
      He peered at me with irritation.
      
     
      ‘I had them driven up from London.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Anything of interest?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘To you?
      
     
      Doubtful.’
     
 
    
     
      This was a charmless conversational dead-end.
     
 
    
     
      Iona caught my eye, and walked her fingers across the table by way of suggesting a perambulation.
      
     
      As I nodded my assent, Uncle Tom popped his head round the door.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Morning all,’ he said cheerfully, ‘I trust you slept well.
      
     
      Gilbert, is now a convenient time?’
     
 
    
     
      Sir Gilbert rose, tucked the papers under his arm, and left without a word.
     
 
    
     
      ‘What was all that about?’
      
     
      asked Iona.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Antique silver – it usually is with Uncle Tom.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘So, shall we stroll?
      
     
      It’s a perfect morning.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I’m game.
      
     
      Care to join us, MacAuslan?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Would that I could, but there are some documents I must read before tomorrow.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Do you mind if I pop upstairs and get my camera?’
      
     
      Iona asked.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Not at all.
      
     
      Let us reconvene in the boot room in ten minutes.’
     
 
    
     
      Having exchanged my slippers for some outdoor shoes, I sat in the sunshine on the boot-room steps, tickling Augustus behind his ears.
      
     
      When Iona joined us, he gave a yowl of salutation and rolled on to his back in playful submission.
      
     
      Cats are, of course, excellent judges of character.
      
     
      After briefly paying tribute to the ancient bond between egocentric feline and sycophantic human, we left him to his dust-bath, and strolled off across the sward.
     
 
    
     
      ‘I say, Iona, I’m sorry you suffered so much Sir Gilbert last night.
      
     
      Was he a terrible grind?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘He was.
      
     
      Almost beyond belief.
      
     
      But I amused myself by playing The Game.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Game?
      
     
      You have a game?
      
     
      What game is this?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘It’s something I invented to pass the time when trapped in conversational corners by blatherskites like Sir Gilbert.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘And the rules?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Oh, there’s only one rule: You have to ask 
      them as many questions as you can before 
      they ask one of you.
      
     
      To make it more challenging, your questions should become more and more implausible until, finally, your interlocutor is forced by the laws of common decency to articulate the final, fatal winning words.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Which are?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘
      But enough about me…’
     
 
    
     
      ‘How far did you get with Sir Gilbert?’
     
 
    
     
      Iona laughed.
      
     
      ‘Oh, he won!
      
     
      Hands down.
      
     
      We had six courses of Sir Gilbert and nothing but Sir Gilbert.
      
     
      It was a command performance.
      
     
      The man is a natural.
      
     
      I regret not selling tickets.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Did you learn anything of interest?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Interest is not a word I would use.
      
     
      However, I can tell you the names of his tailor, his barber, and his shoemaker, where he garages his car, where he goes on holiday, about his first marriage, his current marriage, the state of his blood pressure (high), the state of his digestion (poor), his intermittent insomnia,’ she took a breath, ‘and that’s just for starters.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘You poor thing.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘No, really – all that came during the starter.
      
     
      I was then lectured on interest rates, tax rates, monetary policy, and the Gold Standard – which got him on to politics, politicians, the ignorance of the electorate, the ignorance of Parliament, the ignorance of pretty much everyone, in fact, except for Sir Gilbert.
      
     
      He has, you see, an unshakeable faith in all things Sir Gilbert.’
      
     
      She shuddered with the memory.
      
     
      ‘I have nothing but sympathy for the first Mrs Sir Gilbert, and can only assume the current Mrs Sir Gilbert is deaf.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Did you find out why she’s not with him?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Of course!
      
     
      She – and her name is Priscilla, by-the-by – is taking a hydrotherapy cure in Bad Nauheim, which I assume is simply an excuse to evade her halitotic husband.
      
     
      Unless she’s having an affair.
      
     
      And I rather hope she is.’
     
 
    
     
      Our meanderings had taken us over a wooden bridge that spanned a small stream, and into a copse of silver birch.
      
     
      Iona halted and pointed to something moving in the dappled shadows roughly a half-swing chip shot away.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Isn’t that Graydon Hogg?’
     
 
    
     
      It was.
      
     
      And he was entwined around a woman who was most certainly not his newly-wedded wife.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Would you call that canoodling?’
      
     
      whispered Iona.
     
 
    
     
      ‘It’s certainly a species of oodling.
      
     
      So much for church!’
     
 
    
     
      ‘So much for marriage!
      
     
      Stand over there and let me take your photograph.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Eh?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Over there, quick.
      
     
      The light is perfect.’
     
 
    
     
      She snapped a couple of frames, and tucked her camera back into her jacket.
      
     
      By the time I had turned round, Hogg and his mystery woman had vanished.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Cripes,’ I said.
      
     
      ‘Do we tell Tibby?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I don’t think so.
      
     
      I mean, there 
      might be an innocent explanation.
      
     
      Actually, I don’t know why I said that – he’s clearly a toad.
      
     
      That poor lassie.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Lunch is going to be joyful.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Speaking of lunch, Bertie, reminds me of supper…’ She let the word hang in the air like a threat.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Ah, yes.
      
     
      Supper.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Is it true what people were saying last night?
      
     
      That she’s inventing a new kind of condiment?’
     
 
    
     
      I decided that, having suffered the consequences of Aunt Dahlia’s sorcery, Iona deserved at least to know its genesis.
      
     
      And so I gave her the full story – from the furtive garden-shed alchemy to Redmayne’s erroneous entrapment in the Bull and Bush.
     
 
    
     
      Iona listened intently, before summarising the situation with commendable pith.
      
     
      ‘She’s mad!’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I’ve said so for years.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I mean, even if she could create an edible Brinkley Sauce – and I have my doubts – then what of finding ingredients, large-scale manufacture—’
     
 
    
     
      I cut in.
      
     
      ‘Jeeves is of the same mind.
      
     
      You should compare notes.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Do you think last night will have deterred her at all?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘If I know aunts, and my scars suggest I do, then I would have to say: No.
      
     
      I predict she will bide her time, lick her wounds, regroup, re-arm, and then rain down fire from out of the sun, like the Red Baron.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘She is quite… 
      purposeful,’ Iona said.
     
 
    
     
      ‘She is.
      
     
      But, deep within her thuds a heart of gold – especially when compared to my Aunt Agatha, who wears barbed wire close to the skin and assassinates tradesmen with a well-aimed sneer.’
     
 
    
     
      Iona thought for a while as we strolled back towards the house.
      
     
      ‘If all you say about aunts is true, then why is there no adjective for aunts as “avuncular” describes uncles?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Oh, but there is: 
      Materteral.’
     
 
    
     
      She laughed.
      
     
      ‘Is that one of Jeeves’s?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Not at all!
      
     
      I went to the library and looked it up especially.’
     
 
    
     
      We concluded our tour of the Brinkley Court domain and returned, via the boot room, to the hall, where Aunt Dahlia was doing something ghastly with hollyhocks and an ornate china vase.
     
 
    
     
      She greeted Iona affectionately, before turning a peevish oyster on me.
      
     
      ‘There you are, ugly.
      
     
      Why do you insist on vanishing when you are most required?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘And good morning to you, timeworn relic.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Hush, child, and open your ears.
      
     
      I want you to go and chivvy your uncle.
      
     
      He’s fretting in the library and could do with a pre-luncheon bucking-up.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I will biff forthwith.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Not so fast!
      
     
      First, tell me both what you think of my flowers.’
     
 
    
     
      It was the hesitation that killed us.
      
     
      Had we answered immediately almost anything we said would have been better than the haunting silence that ensued.
      
     
      In truth, Aunt Dahlia’s floral melange resembled nothing less than a crayon scrawl of a scarecrow’s funeral drawn by an insolent child.
      
     
      But I wasn’t entirely convinced such a mordant critique would find an appreciative ear.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Gosh,’ I began confidently, hoping the words would somehow emerge as I spoke.
     
 
    
     
      ‘May I?’
      
     
      asked Iona, plucking the secateurs from Aunt Dahlia’s mystified hand and setting about the stems with the rapacious thrust and parry of a fencing mistress.
      
     
      ‘The aim,’ she said, rotating the vase as she slashed away, ‘is to create symmetry, volume, and depth from every angle.
      
     
      Especially if the arrangement is to be positioned in front of a mirror.’
     
 
    
     
      Aunt Dahlia isn’t often impressed.
      
     
      No, scratch that: I’ve 
      never seen Aunt Dahlia impressed.
      
     
      But this bravura display of horticultural savagery had the old bird well and truly gripped.
     
 
    
     
      Iona stepped back to assess the full effect of her composition.
      
     
      ‘What do you think, Mrs Travers?’
     
 
    
     
      Gone from Aunt Dahlia’s face was her customary expression of high and indignant dudgeon.
      
     
      Instead she looked – and it staggers me to write this – happy.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Iona, my dear, this is quite divine.
      
     
      How green your fingers must be.
      
     
      Now, might you assist me in my study, where I am at war with some really quite frightful hydrangeas?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘It would be my pleasure, Mrs Travers.’
     
 
    
     
      I found Uncle Tom perched on the edge of his chair, peering through jeweller’s spectacles at a silver and glass contraption.
     
 
    
     
      ‘What-ho, Unc.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Bertram, me boy,’ he replied with slow deliberation, not looking up from his delicate endeavours with a tuft of cotton wool.
     
 
    
     
      ‘What’s all this then?
      
     
      Polishing your decanters?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘It’s a tantalus.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘A what-a-lus?’
     
 
    
     
      He set down his tuft, and sat back with a sigh.
      
     
      Normally pretty tight-lipped, Thomas Portarlington Travers is roused to loquacity whenever the subject of silver comes up.
      
     
      And, in his company, it comes up with Swiss regularity.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Did your extensive schooling ever teach you the Greek legend of Tantalus?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Er, remind me.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Son of Zeus?
      
     
      Banished to Hades for stealing ambrosia?
      
     
      Ring any bells?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Is he the chap who had to push a boulder up a hill?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘No, Bertie, that was Sisyphus.
      
     
      Tantalus’ punishment was eternally to suffer insatiable hunger and unquenchable thirst.
      
     
      Grapes withdrew from his grasp and water receded from his lips.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Sounds nasty.
      
     
      But what has that to do with these decanters?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘This 
      tantalus,’ Uncle Tom corrected, ‘mimics that ordeal by preventing dipsomaniacs, like you, from purloining my divine nectars.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Aha!
      
     
      So they can 
      see the whisky, but they can’t drink it?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Correct.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Tantalising!
      
     
      How does it work?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘This silver cage locks the decanters in place, and these silver brackets prevent the stoppers from being removed.’
      
     
      He flourished a tiny silver key.
      
     
      ‘With this, however, one can unlock the mechanism… like so… deploy this catch… like so… and, presto!’
     
 
    
     
      ‘How infernally clever.
      
     
      Is it worth a bundle?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘It is.
      
     
      This piece is by Faberg
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       MONDAY
      
 
    
     
      I woke with the disconcerting feeling that – with all due respect to Jeeves’s chum Pangloss – all might jolly well 
      not be for the best in the best of all possible worlds.
     
 
    
     
      Staring up at the plasterwork I scanned the horizon for thunderclouds before stubbing my mental toe on the name Madeline Bassett.
      
     
      The memory of Thursday night at the Hot Spot flooded back.
      
     
      Why, I kicked myself, had I right-hoed to help purchase a snuff-box for Spode?
      
     
      Gallantry, presumably, and the solemn obligation of a 
      preux chevalier.
      
     
      But I couldn’t help feeling like a signalman in front of a bank of levers, ensuring the correct points were switched on the correct lines: Madeline towards Spode; Florence towards Monty; Gorringe towards a Drones Club membership, via a 
      Flotsam-review branch-line.
     
 
    
     
      My gloomy Mondayitis was interrupted by Jeeves, who shimmered in with the cup that cheers.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Good morning, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Is it?
      
     
      I have grave doubts.’
     
 
    
     
      He drew back the curtains and the sun cascaded in.
     
 
    
     
      ‘I’m sorry to hear that, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘What’s the 
      thing to 
      thing, Jeeves, that’s 
      thinged with those 
      thingummies?’
     
 
    
     
      He closed one eye and tapped out the syllables, like a pianist practising scales.
     
 
    
     
      ‘The road to hell, sir?
      
     
      That is paved with good intentions?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘That’s the one.
      
     
      Though my good intentions have merely paved the road to Bond Street, and a shopping binge with Madeline Bassett.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Is Miss Bassett still engaged to Lord Sidcup, sir?’
      
     
      he asked, stooping to collect various items of clothing I’d hung up on the floor last night.
     
 
    
     
      ‘She was still engaged on Thursday, if that counts for anything?
      
     
      And I’m doing my level best to ensure she remains in such a condition until wedding rings are exchanged and St James’s is safe once again for bachelors.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘A noble calling, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      I collapsed onto the pillows.
      
     
      ‘I don’t know, Jeeves.
      
     
      Perhaps we should sell the farm and go to sea.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Might a kipper ameliorate your disposition, sir?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘We can but roll the dice.’
     
 
    
     
      I’m pleased to report that the kipper did the trick.
      
     
      As did the eggs and bacon, the tea and toast, and a leisurely half-hour with the 
      Sporting Times.
      
     
      After which, I was feeling pretty bobbish and much myself.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Jeeves, might you have time this morning to place a bet?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Certainly, sir.
      
     
      Which horse do you favour?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I’d like a score on Privateer.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘In the two o’clock at Kempton Park?’
      
     
      He gave me an uneasy look.
      
     
      ‘I could not confidently endorse such a proposition, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Iggsplane.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘First, sir, I remain of the view that the stable is far from sanguine.
      
     
      And second, due to the recent spell of clement weather, the ground at Kempton Park is harder even than usual.
      
     
      Such fast going, I suggest, favours another of the runners.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Oh, really?
      
     
      Which?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Treadgold, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      There’s no doubting that Jeeves is well up on his bloodstock, and I would usually take a horse from him without a second thought.
      
     
      However, I happened to know that this particular tip was copper-bottomed bunkum.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Treadgold?
      
     
      Oh no.
      
     
      Dear me, no.
      
     
      No, no, no.
      
     
      You see, Bingo Little is pals with a bookie’s tout called Fred, and the hush-hush word on the rail is that Treadgold is as slow as molasses.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘If I may, sir—’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Might as well bet on a steamroller.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Except, sir—’
     
 
    
     
      I’m afraid to say I rather gave Jeeves the high hat.
      
     
      ‘You may stake your weekly envelope as you see fit, but I would like a double sawbuck on Privateer.
      
     
      To win.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Very good, sir.
      
     
      I shall leave directly after breakfast.’
     
 
    
     
      It was a little awkward to change the subject after this minor equine 
      contretemps, but the man who is on the right side of a kipper knows no fear.
     
 
    
     
      ‘I say, Jeeves, have you been able to conjure anything to help Uncle Tom best Sir Gilbert at the auction?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I’m sorry to say, sir, that I have not.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘This is out of form.
      
     
      Are you ailing?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘No, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Perhaps you need even more fish in your diet?
      
     
      I can heartily recommend the kippers.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Thank you, sir, but no.
      
     
      It disquiets me considerably not to be able to assist Mr Travers in this particular enterprise.’
     
 
    
     
      I knew there was little point dogging the question, for when Jeeves has made up his mind, gravity can go whistle.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Well, I’m sure you gave it the sweat.
      
     
      Uncle Tom will have to fend off Sir Gilbert as best he can.
      
     
      Do you happen to know when battle commences?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘The auction begins at one thirty, sir.
      
     
      But since Mr Travers’s tantalus is listed as lot 108, I estimate you need not arrive at Shipley’s much before three.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Care to join us?
      
     
      Watch the cut and thrust?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘That is kind of you, sir, but unfortunately I have a prior engagement.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Righty-ho.’
      
     
      I stood up and stretched.
      
     
      ‘I shall retire to the sitting-room and smoke a condemned man’s last gasper before this morning’s ill-advised tryst with the Mad Bat.’
     
 
     
      
       
        
        [image: ] 
       
 
      
 
     
 
    
 
    
     
      I encountered Madeline in the sunshine outside Brown’s Hotel.
      
     
      She was dressed like an Easter bunny, with a wide floppy bonnet and bright yellow parasol, and was diligently studying an oversize reference book.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Top of the morning, Madeline.
      
     
      Swotting for an exam?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Hullo, Bertie!
      
     
      Actually, I’m learning the most fascinating things.
      
     
      Do you know this book?’
     
 
    
     
      She held up 
      Fortune-Telling with Flowers by Lionel Dennis Freeman – the cover of which featured a distressingly ugly man (presumably L. D. F. himself) winking lecherously at the reader, while his schnozzle protruded deep inside the voluptuous mauve petals of some hideous floral mutation.
     
 
    
     
      ‘No, but it looks… mesmerising.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘It is!
      
     
      When’s your birthday?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘The fifteenth of October.
      
     
      Every year.’
     
 
    
     
      She consulted the index.
      
     
      ‘How too utterly too!
      
     
      You are 
      Aster amellus, otherwise known as the Michaelmas daisy.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I always felt as much.
      
     
      Does this botanic accolade signify anything in particular?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Oh, absolutely!
      
     
      Every flower has its own unique “qualities and dispositions”, you see.’
      
     
      She consulted the book.
      
     
      ‘Yours are: Spirited.
      
     
      Desire to please.
      
     
      Hermitage.
      
     
      Pluck.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘What does “hermitage” mean?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I’m not altogether sure, but it’s bound to be something lovely!’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Bound to be.
      
     
      What flower are you?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Can’t you guess?’
     
 
    
     
      Oddly enough, I couldn’t.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Lily of the valley, of course!
      
      
       Convallaria majalis
      . 
     
      Which signifies: Harmony.
      
     
      Warmth of feeling.
      
     
      Dedication.
      
     
      Constancy.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Jolly good.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Now, let’s see if you and I are 
      preordained.’
      
     
      She turned to an appendix and scanned a table.
      
     
      ‘Michaelmas daisy… and… lily of the valley.’
      
     
      She looked semi-combobulated.
      
     
      ‘Well, the Flower Bed of Affinity says we are an 
      imaginable match, but not an 
      envisaged match.’
     
 
    
     
      This was a relief.
      
     
      ‘Hey-ho.
      
     
      Star-cross’d once more.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Don’t you believe in floromancy, Bertie?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I like daffodils, if that butters the cabbage?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘You really ought to believe.
      
     
      Floromancy is why I’m certain that Roderick is my true love.
      
     
      It’s written in the soil.
      
     
      He’s 
      Digitalis purpurea, you see, so we are made for each other.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘His digits are purple?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘
      Digitalis purpurea!
      
     
      The foxglove.
      
     
      Isn’t that divine?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Aren’t foxgloves, you know, poisonous?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Don’t be a noodle!
      
     
      Of course they aren’t.’
     
 
    
     
      She was bound to find out sooner or later, I thought, and then I remembered the pink petals I had snuck into Spode’s new uniform.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Tell me, Madeline, what does Lionel Dennis Freeman have to say about the preordination of foxgloves and carnations?
      
     
      Are they envisaged?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Why do you want to know?’
      
     
      she enquired, suspiciously.
     
 
    
     
      ‘No reason.
      
     
      Merely an enquiring mind.’
     
 
    
     
      She turned to the appendix, puzzled at the table, and smiled contentedly.
      
     
      ‘Oh, I 
      am sorry, Bertie.
      
     
      The Flower Bed of Affinity advises 
      shun – and that’s about the worst possible affinity there is.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Shun, eh?
      
     
      Perhaps there’s something to this divination what-have-you after all.
      
     
      Now, Madeline, shall we be about our snuff-box-buying business?’
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      Lambert Lyall is one of those curious old shops even Dickens would have called Dickensian.
      
     
      No matter the date, or the weather outside, once you are ensconced within its dark, oak panelling it’s perpetually Christmas Eve and you have trudged through drifting snow to locate the perfect gift for a brutally exacting aunt.
     
 
    
     
      The door jingled as I guided Madeline inside.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Mr Wooster,’ welcomed the proprietor, resembling in every dimension an actor playing the part of a Bond Street jeweller.
      
     
      ‘What pure gratification to see you again.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Madeline, may I introduce Lambert Lyall, from whom I have been buying snuff-boxes for centuries.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘How do you do?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Lambert, this is Miss Madeline Bassett.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Charmed, Miss Bassett,’ Lyall genuflected.
      
     
      ‘Utterly charmed.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘We’ve come—’
     
 
    
     
      Lyall silenced me with a raised hand.
      
     
      ‘Speak not another word, Mr Wooster.
      
     
      I’ve been saving something 
      very special for you.’
     
 
    
     
      He disappeared into a back room, leaving us to mooch around the shop observing its ordered chaos of trinkets, bibelots, and bric-
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       7.
      
 
    
      
       TUESDAY
      
 
    
     
      ‘Have you ever wondered,’ I enquired over the toasted soldiers, ‘why chickens and pigs, who rarely see eye to eye in the farmyard, are so utterly congenial on the plate?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘No, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘It’s a mysterious thing.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Is it, sir?’
     
 
    
     
      I gestured to my plate.
      
     
      ‘Eggs and bacon.
      
     
      Chicken and pigs.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Will there be anything else, sir?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Actually, yes.
      
     
      I promised Iona MacAuslan I would seek your guidance.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Sir?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘She’s looking to engage a gentleman’s personal gentleman, and I wondered if you could think of any suitable candidates?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I would be pleased to give the matter some consideration, sir, although one name does immediately present itself.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Is it a secret?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Mr Crawshaw, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Great minds!
      
     
      That’s who popped into my head.
      
     
      Where is Crawshaw now?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘With a gentleman in Coombe Bissett, sir.
      
     
      Wiltshire.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Could he be lured up to Edinburgh, do you think?
      
     
      And, first things first, would he object to working for a dame?
      
     
      Some chaps are fairly dusty on that subject.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I cannot speak for his geographical inclinations, sir, though I foresee no difficulties in the latter regard.
      
     
      Mr Crawshaw once resigned a position when he learned his employer had opposed the cause of women’s suffrage in the House of Lords.’
     
 
    
     
      This sounded like just the sort of modern man Iona was after, and so I asked Jeeves to dip an elbow into the bathwater.
     
 
    
     
      ‘I will make enquiries, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Thank you.
      
     
      Although, I did also wonder whether Archie Rathbone might suit Miss MacAuslan?
      
     
      Even with his inebriate tendencies.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I’m afraid Mr Rathbone has gone away, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Oh, yes, that does strike a chord.
      
     
      Somewhere like Paris, wasn’t it?
      
     
      Or Provence?
      
     
      Penrith?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Pentonville, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Ah.
      
     
      For good?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘For six months, sir.
      
     
      Without the option.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Double carpet!
      
     
      Well then, let’s hope Crawshaw manages to keep himself unlocked up.
      
     
      And now, as they say in Victorian novels, I have important business at the club.
      
     
      Might you be so kind as to determine the whereabouts of 
      mon chapeau?’
     
 
    
     
      It cheered the spirits no end to ambulate down Dover Street and spy the Drones Club emerged from its summer hibernation: windows unshuttered, door agape, and gas 
      flambeaux ablaze in celebration.
     
 
    
     
      I bounced gazelle-like into the lobby and, with a triumphant ‘
      Ol
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       WEDNESDAY
      
 
    
     
      I woke unusually early and unexpectedly refreshed, the way people pretend you do after a long cross-country run.
     
 
    
     
      The events of the previous night crowded my mind, though, and it remained almost impossible to credit that Graydon Hogg had traitorous entanglements with not one but two foreign powers – or that he could operate a taxi at such speeds.
     
 
    
     
      I made a mental note to speak to Tuppy about the membership dilemma at a more enlightened time of day.
      
     
      A telephone call at the ungodly hour of eight would hardly warm his ear to my special pleading – not that I had the faintest idea of how my request could be couched without blowing the Junior Ganymede’s gaff.
     
 
    
     
      I decided to canvass the Oracle of Mayfair over the marmalade.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Jeeves, I find myself impaled by a dilemma.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I’m troubled to hear that, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘It involves the Drones Club membership committee, of which Tuppy is this season’s chairman.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I see, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Yesterday, I successfully rallied the troops into blackballing Graydon Hogg 
      en masse, but last night Lord MacAuslan enjoined me to ensure Hogg remains as a member.
      
     
      Do you grasp the predic?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I do, sir.
      
     
      Would I be correct in assuming that Mr Hogg’s membership was put to a ballot under the constitutional stipulation of Rule Two (b)?’
     
 
    
     
      You see what I mean about Jeeves?
      
     
      He really is The Master.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Two (b) is indeed the hidden sand-trap.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Has Mr Hogg been informed of his ejection, sir?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Almost certainly not, which definitely helps, since it’s tactless in the extreme to chuck a man overboard and then reel him back in.
      
     
      But, to put an additional monkey in the wrench, I promised Percy Gorringe that I would crowbar him into the Drones without delay.’
     
 
    
     
      Jeeves pursed his lips.
      
     
      ‘Is the committee likely to look unfavourably on Mr Gorringe’s nomination, sir?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Quite the reverse, I expect he’ll breeze in – they all love a good detective yarn.
      
     
      However, the waiting list is nearly two years long, and I may have given Percy the impression it would all be over by Christmas.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘There is one solution, sir, though I fear it may not appeal.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Does it require eating anything cooked by Aunt Dahlia?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘No, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Then fire away.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘You have previously mentioned, sir, that becoming chair of the membership committee is something of a Pyrrhic victory.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘If by that you mean no sane man would touch it with a ten-foot punt pole, then yes.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘In which case, sir, if you offered to assume the mantle of chairman for, say, a year, this would presumably gratify Mr Glossop, assuage your fellow committee members, and provide you with sufficient latitude to accelerate Mr Gorringe’s election.’
     
 
    
     
      Jeeves was right, it didn’t appeal – but it was unquestionably shrewd.
      
     
      I could see Tuppy jumping at an honourable discharge, and everyone else thrilled to be out of the front line for a spell.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Does it have to be for a whole year?’
      
     
      I asked.
     
 
    
     
      ‘I anticipate any shorter duration would be considered insufficiently self-sacrificial, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘You’re probably right.
      
     
      And, come to think of it, Tuppy suggested only yesterday that I wear the crown of permanent chairman, so I can give him the credit for your idea.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘An astute embellishment, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘But will it be enough?
      
     
      I mean, asking the committee to renege on a blackballing is pretty unheard of.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘In which case, sir, I wonder if it might also be fruitful to make a frank and somewhat calculating appeal to the committee’s amorous self-interest.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘In English?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘In English, sir: what if one of them ever got married?’
     
 
    
     
      This was crafty.
      
     
      A number of the chaps were impatiently eager to bother the clergy and they might be persuaded that ejecting Hogg under Rule Two (b) would set a dangerous precedent that might come back to bite them.
     
 
    
     
      ‘By Jeeves, I think you’ve got it.
      
     
      Thank you.
      
     
      I will telephone Tuppy as soon as the clock chimes a more civilised hour.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Very good, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Hang on a sec, I almost forgot!
      
     
      Did you get the papers?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Yes, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘And?
      
     
      How were the 
      Flotsam reviews?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘There were no reviews, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘No reviews?’
      
     
      I was taken aback, and fleetingly wondered if I had simply hallucinated last night’s brouhaha.
      
     
      ‘None at all?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I expect that because of the show’s uncommonly 
      ambitious duration, sir, the reviewers were unable to meet even their off-stone deadlines.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Ah, so the sword dangles over Florence until tonight’s 
      Evening News.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Yes, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘At what time does that rag hit the streets?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘The first edition is at midday, sir.
      
     
      However, I do not anticipate Mr West’s review will appear before the six-thirty printing, or possibly even the “late extra”, sometime after seven o’clock.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘She must be on tenderhooks.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Tenterhooks, sir?
      
     
      I expect so.
      
     
      Excuse me, sir, the front door.’
     
 
    
     
      After some murmuring and the jingle of coins, Jeeves shimmied back in with the silver salver.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Telegram?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Telegrams plural, sir.
      
     
      Three, in fact.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Read away, Jeeves.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘The first, sir, is from Lord Sidcup: 
      WOOSTER OLD MAN.
      
     
      MADELINE INSISTS SHE BLAMEWORTHY BOXWISE.
      
     
      INSTRUCTED TO APOLOGISE FOR WORM SLANDER.
      
     
      ALSO NECK WRINGING.
      
     
      ALSO PARASITE.
      
     
      TRUST BYGONES.
      
     
      WEDDING INVITATION TO FOLLOW.
      
     
      RODERICK.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘“Old man,” eh?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Yes, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘And “Roderick”?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Indeed, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I expect he wrote that with Madeline’s hat-pin to his head.
      
     
      Anyway, I shall slumber more soundly knowing that Spode has been pacified by imminent matrimony.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘It must also be a comfort, sir, to know that Miss Bassett is, if you will forgive the idiom, out of circulation.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I should coco.
      
     
      Who was it who said marriage exists not only to punish the guilty but also to protect the innocent?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I believe the maxim is more usually applied to prison, sir, although one can appreciate the parallels.
      
     
      The second telegram is from Mr Montgomery: 
      BERTIE PLAY SMASH SUCCESS THREE CURTAIN CALLS STANDING OVATION MOBBED AT STAGE DOOR IF REVIEWS GOOD WILL REPAY CASH SOONEST ALSO AM ENGAGED INSIST BEST MAN MONTY.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘He gets confused by punctuation.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘That would explain his breathless style, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘And, if he’s engaged also, that takes care of Madeline and Florence.
      
     
      I might suggest a double wedding – kill two birds with one sermon.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘The third telegram is from Mrs Hogg.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Who?’
     
 
    
     
      Jeeves blenched slightly, if blenched is the word I want.
      
     
      ‘Tibby, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Mrs Hogg, of course.
      
     
      It’s still not easy to square that romantic ellipse.
      
     
      What does Tibby have to say?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘The telegram reads: 
      IN NEED OF A SHOULDER.
      
     
      MIGHT WE MEET?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Poor old thing.
      
     
      I wonder if she’s got wind of her husband’s villainy, or simply acquired cold feet.
      
     
      I fear this will be an uncomfortable rendezvous.’
     
 
    
     
      The doorbell rang again, and Jeeves trickled out.
     
 
    
     
      I forked another sausage.
      
     
      ‘Further communications?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘A delivery, sir.
      
     
      From Mr Travers.
      
     
      He has sent a case of the 1911 d’Yquem.
      
     
      A most remarkable vintage, if I may say so, coinciding as it did with the Great Comet.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Did this comet appear with a note?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Yes, sir.
      
     
      It reads: 
      A little something to celebrate the sale.
      
      
       I don’t know what Jeeves did, but I sense he must have done something.
       
      
       Cheers to you both.
      ’
 
    
     
      ‘Good old Tom.
      
     
      You should take the lion’s share of that case down to the Junior Ganymede.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘That is especially generous of you, sir.
      
     
      D’Yquem is a particular club favourite.’
     
 
    
     
      The doorbell rang once again.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Is it me or are things getting unduly campanological around here?’
     
 
    
     
      Jeeves returned momentarily.
      
     
      ‘Two further telegrams, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Do you think the delivery boy is rationing them out to amplify his tips?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘The thought did occur to me, sir, and so on this occasion I declined to remunerate him.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I bet he was miffed.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I venture “miffed” does not do justice to the vocabulary of his reply, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Did you fetch him a clip round the ear?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Sadly, sir, he proved too nimble.
      
     
      The first telegram is from Mrs Travers: 
      SAUCY BOY.
      
     
      NEW RECIPES DEVISED.
      
     
      EXPECT YOU BRINKLEY FRIDAY FOR TASTING.
      
     
      UNDER NO CIRCUMSTANCES TELL ANATOLE.
      
     
      NOR TOM.
      
     
      DO YOU HEAR ME BERTIE YOU CLOT?
      
     
      TELL NO ONE.
      
     
      LOVE TRAVERS.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Heavens!
      
     
      More recipes?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘So it would seem, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Did you ever get to taste any of them?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I did, sir.
      
     
      As you will recall, the events of last Saturday were somewhat turbulent, and there was insufficient time to prepare a separate servants’ hall supper.
      
     
      As a result, we dined on the same dishes as the party upstairs.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Good Lord, I had no idea.
      
     
      Was it as hellish for you as it was for us?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I have had more enjoyable meals, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I’ve had more enjoyable medicine.
      
     
      You know, I’m genuinely surprised that no one needed the professional services of Prebendary Miller.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘It is hardly my place, sir, but it did occur to me that Mrs Travers might like to know one of the ingredients I felt was missing from her experimentations.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘A bucket of sand?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Soy, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Sorry?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘No, sir, soy.
      
     
      Soy sauce.
      
     
      An ancient Chinese condiment derived from fermented soybeans.
      
     
      I sensed this particular flavour was lacking in many of her dishes, and I gather it is a key – one might even say “secret” – ingredient in Lea and Perrins.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Let’s keep that one up our sleeve, eh?
      
     
      I really don’t think Aunt Dahlia requires any further ammunition for her culinary howitzer.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Very good, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Was there a second telegram?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘There was, sir.
      
     
      It is from the Cabinet Office: 
      PRIVATE FOR WOOSTER K-C.
      
     
      POSSIBLE DEVELOPMENT IN EDINBURGH.
      
     
      HOPEFUL WE MIGHT COUNT ON REPEAT ASSISTANCE.
      
     
      SLEEPER TONIGHT?
      
     
      MACAUSLAN.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Scotland, eh?
      
     
      It’s quite a distance.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Indeed, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘And it’s been quite a week.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Undeniably, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘What do you say, Jeeves?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Edinburgh can be very agreeable at this time of year, sir.’
      
     
      He brushed a mote of dust from his sleeve.
      
     
      ‘And Loch Leven offers some notably scenic trout fishing.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Trout, Jeeves?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Brown trout, sir.
      
      
       Salmo trutta
      .’
 
    
     
      I enjoy fish as much as the next man, assuming the next man is not Gussie Fink-Nottle, whose passion for all things aquatic is positively delirious.
      
     
      Even so, Edinburgh seemed a high road to hike for a dish that the Drones serves grilled to perfection with a dab of Montpellier butter.
     
 
    
     
      Jeeves pressed his case; the man was loopy for the rod.
      
     
      ‘And if I may make the observation, sir, if you accepted his lordship’s invitation to Scotland, it would be impossible for you to accept the invitation from Mrs Travers to sample her new sauces.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Even though, technically, Aunt Dahlia’s summons was served first?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Was it, sir?’
      
     
      he murmured.
      
     
      ‘I don’t recall.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘That rather simplifies things, does it not?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I would say so, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Telegram MacAuslan, secure first-class berths, and commence packing.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Certainly, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘You hover, Jeeves.
      
     
      Was there something else?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Yes, sir.
      
     
      I wonder if you will be requiring your new slippers?’
     
 
    
     
      His voice was steady, but something in his countenance communicated genuine distress.
      
     
      After all he had done for me – dash it, after all he had done for Uncle Tom – well, who would break such a stately wheel on a mere sartorial butterfly.
     
 
    
     
      ‘I think not, Jeeves.
      
     
      Tartan to Scotland has the ring of coals to Newcastle, wouldn’t you say?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Assuredly, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Do you think you’ll be able to find them a loving home?’
     
 
    
     
      He coughed very gently.
      
     
      ‘I donated them yesterday, sir, to the Knightsbridge Society for Thrift.’
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      I was lounging in the first-class bar of the Edinburgh sleeper, sipping a perfect Rob Roy and watching the lights of London blur past, when in flowed Jeeves with a newspaper.
     
 
    
     
      ‘You tracked down an 
      Evening News?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Yes, sir.
      
     
      It took some time, but I finally located a copy in one of the luggage cars.
      
     
      Mr West’s review appears on page three.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Page three?
      
     
      Ack.
      
     
      That’s either very good or very bad.
      
     
      Look, since there’s no one here, 
      squattez-vous and read me the worst.’
     
 
    
     
      Jeeves glanced about uneasily before sitting on the edge of the seat opposite.
      
     
      ‘The headline, sir, is “
      FLOTSAM FLOATS TRIUMPHANT”, and the article begins as follows: 
      There was a moment during the opening scene when I feared that Flotsam 
      – the must-see new play by Lady Florence Craye – had fallen victim to the ‘first-night wreckers’.
      
      
       However, the piercing cry of torment that erupted from the auditorium only minutes into the show was just the first of many imaginative staging innovations that this superb production pulled off with aplomb.
      ’
 
    
     
      ‘Ha!
      
     
      They’ll have to do it every night now.
      
     
      I do hope Spode is available.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Shall I continue, sir?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I’ll skim the rest later.
      
     
      I predict “floats triumphant” and “must-see new play” will keep Florence solvent, and they more than cover Gorringe’s side of the table.
      
     
      Oh, wait a jiffy, did he say anything about Monty?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘He was most complimentary, sir.
      
     
      This is from the body of the review: 
      Making his debut was Mr Montague Montgomery, of the Widcombe Montgomeries, whose virtuoso performance in the leading role of Able Seaman Benskin Muchmore displayed an empathic sensitivity to the emotional depths of an East End Jack Tar with the wind in his hair and salt in his soul.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Praise indeed.
      
     
      There’ll be no talking to Monty now.
      
     
      Did Rex West make any mention of “unmoored epistemological musings”?’
     
 
    
     
      Jeeves looked puzzled.
      
     
      ‘No, sir.
      
     
      Were you expecting such a criticism?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Florence was.’
     
 
    
     
      I hailed a passing steward.
      
     
      ‘Care for a gargle, Jeeves?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘That would be very welcome, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Same again for me,’ I instructed, ‘and one for m’colleague.’
     
 
    
     
      As I took out my wallet to extract some largesse for the waiter’s return, a fold of paper spiralled from my jacket to the floor.
      
     
      I picked it up, read it, and spotted something unusual.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Jeeves, I’ve just had a look at MacAuslan’s telegram, and there’s a dashed peculiar annotation.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Sir?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘See, here, where it says “
      PRIVATE FOR WOOSTER K-C”.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘K-C?
      
     
      Is that a transmission error?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I don’t think so, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Some sort of telegraphese?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I would venture to suggest, sir, that K-C is a Junior Ganymede Club code name.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘You have code names?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Senior officers do, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Just odd pairs of letters?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘No, sir.
      
     
      Ganymede code names are premised on playing cards from the traditional French deck designed in Rouen.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘That seems uncharacteristically playful for Stroud-Pringle.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘They were devised by the Earl of Winchester, sir, who was a close friend and Oxford contemporary of Lewis Carroll.
      
     
      He adopted the codes after being inspired by 
      Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘“The Queen of Hearts, she made some tarts, all on a summer day”?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Quite so, sir.
      
     
      The Earl took as his 
      nom de guerre the Knave of Hearts.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Aha!
      
     
      “Frustrate their knavish tricks”?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Precisely, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘So if my code is K-C, then I must be… the King of Clubs?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘That is what I infer from Lord MacAuslan’s telegram, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘And MacAuslan himself, which card was he dealt?
     
 
    
     
      Jeeves leaned forward and lowered his voice.
      
     
      ‘9-D, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘The nine of diamonds?
      
     
      Hoots, mon!
      
     
      “The Curse of Scotland” – how very fitting.
      
     
      Do you have a Ganymede code name, Jeeves?
      
     
      Being a senior officer, and all.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I do, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      I stared at him expectantly.
      
     
      ‘And?’
     
 
    
     
      Jeeves never has cause actually to be embarrassed, but I detected the very slightest pinking of his earlobes.
      
     
      ‘A-H, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      It is an incomparable honour to follow – 
      strive to follow, I think, old bean – in the patent-leather footsteps of the greatest humourist in the English language.
     
 
    
     
      I’ve been captivated by P. G. Wodehouse ever since an Aged Relative placed a well-thumbed copy of 
      Carry On, Jeeves into my tender, unsuspecting hands.
      
     
      That book, and the characters therein, unveiled an empire of comic writing on which the sun has never set.
      
 
    
      
       Jeeves & the King of Clubs
       is, therefore, an homage to The Master – an attempt to deploy the pulleys, levers, gears, and knotted rope of Plum’s creative brilliance, and construct a novel that might both entertain his legions of devoted fans and introduce new generations to the caper-strewn uplands of Brinkley Court and Berkeley Mansions.
 
    
     
      I am indebted to the Wodehouse Estate for their gracious permission to borrow the Crown Jewels – and especially to Sir Edward Cazalet, Plum’s step-grandson, for his thoughtful and generous support.
     
 
    
     
      I hope this book might inspire readers to return to the fountain of Wodehouse’s peerless oeuvre – not just Jeeves and Wooster, but Psmith, Ukridge, Emsworth, Mulliner, Uncle Fred, and the Oldest Member.
      
 
    
     
      Nothing can cap perfection; my aim has been to establish base camp in the foothills of Plum’s genius, and direct climbers up towards the peak.
     
 
    
     
      Tinkety-tonk!
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      ‘A-H, eh?
      
     
      A-H… I say, A-H!’
     
 
    
     
      There was an interlude.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Any particular…?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘
      No, sir,’ he said, emphatically.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Of course.
      
     
      Quite understand.’
      
     
      I took a sip.
      
     
      ‘But, even so, A-H.
      
     
      At-a-boy!’
     
 
    
     
      ‘The codes 
      are confidential, sir,’ he urged.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Understood, A-H.
      
     
      Strictly sub-fedora.’
     
 
    
     
      This was all very crispish and new.
      
     
      I’ve been called one or two things in my time, not least at school where nicknaming was a ruthlessly pursued blood sport, but never before had I been given an honest-to-goodness code name.
     
 
    
     
      It was also pretty chuffing to be a face card rather than a mere pip.
      
     
      Although, on reflection, Lord MacAuslan was a humble nine, and Jeeves an elevated ace.
      
     
      Unless aces were low through this particular looking-glass?
      
     
      In which case, what?
      
     
      Were there wild cards?
      
     
      Did suits signify anything in particular?
      
     
      And, if they did, what were trumps in the Junior Ganymede deck?
     
 
    
     
      I was mentally shuffling these questions when somewhere in the back of my mind a synapse pinged.
     
 
    
     
      ‘I say, Jeeves, whatever happened to that horse I backed on Monday?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Privateer, sir?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘That’s the nag.
      
     
      Was she placed?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘She did not finish, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Shot in the paddock, I expect.
      
     
      Hey-ho, that’s twenty I’ll never see again.’
     
 
    
     
      Jeeves churched his fingers.
      
     
      ‘I feel I owe you an explanation, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Do you?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Yes, sir.
      
     
      While effectuating the necessary transactions with the turf accountant, I inadvertently added your stake to mine and placed them both on Treadgold.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Was 
      she placed?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘She won, sir.
      
     
      By two lengths.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘At what odds?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Thirty-three to one, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Double carpet!’
     
 
    
     
      This was a suspiciously fortuitous act of ‘inadvertence’, and one that many employers, I have no doubt, would view as outright insubordination.
      
     
      Or is it 
      downright insubordination?
      
     
      Jeeves would know.
      
     
      And, you see, that’s the key to Jeeves: one must take the rough with the smooth.
      
     
      And, in this instance, the rough was actually some six hundred and sixty quid.
     
 
    
     
      ‘How on earth did Treadgold merit such vertiginous odds yet finish so strong?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘As you may know, sir, Treadgold is a distinctive chestnut roan with white blaze, four white stockings, and a high tail carriage.’
     
 
    
     
      I affected equestrian acumen.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Her owners took great pains to locate a filly with virtually indistinguishable markings, which they trained on the gallops in full view of the touts.
      
     
      Naturally, this ringer was significantly slower than Treadgold, a fact which doubtless influenced the setting of the odds.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Well that explains how Bingo’s man Fred went so completely astray.
      
     
      And you knew about this duplicity, how?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘My Uncle Charles, sir, who works for the horse’s owner, Mr Esmond Haddock at Deverill Hall.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Charlie Silversmith, of course!
      
     
      Please remember me to him, and thank him for his tip.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘I will, sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘You know, I really did fancy Privateer.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘In fairness, sir, Treadgold was assisted by the especially hard going at Kempton Park.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘It’s true, some fillies do fly on a tough deck.’
     
 
    
     
      And then a lightning bolt struck.
      
     
      Which, if it meant what I thought it meant… well, I didn’t know quite what I thought it meant.
      
     
      But it surely meant something, and that was enough to get the old ticker beating a tarantella.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Brace yourself, Jeeves.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Sir?’
     
 
    
     
      I put down my drink and set out my hypothesis.
     
 
    
     
      ‘The Ganymede’s “deck” of code names?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Sir?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘If you are the Ace of Hearts…’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘MacAuslan is the Nine of Diamonds…’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Sir.’
     
 
    
     
      ‘And I am the King of Clubs…’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Sir?’
     
 
    
     
      ‘Then doesn’t Iona’s family nickname, the one MacAuslan used at Brinkley Court, take on a rather different complexion?’
     
 
    
     
      Jeeves said nothing, he merely raised an eyebrow.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Kewcee?
     
     
      … Q-C… So, Iona is…’
     
 
    
     
      It was my turn for the pink-earlobe treatment.
     
 
    
     
      ‘Yes, sir,’ said Jeeves.
      
     
      ‘The Queen of Clubs.’
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      GENERAL
     
 
    
     
      The 
      Oxford English Dictionary currently employs 1,525 P. G. Wodehouse quotations to help define entries ranging from ‘Aberdonian’ to ‘Zowie’ – including ‘first base’, ‘lallapaloosa’, ‘palsy-walsy’, and ‘screwball’.
     
 
    
     
      Within this collection are twenty-six words where Plum is credited with the ‘first quotation’:
     
 
    
      
       Billiken
       (n.; 1914) 
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       I
      T IS AN incomparable honour to follow–strive to follow, I think, old bean–in the patent-leather footsteps of the greatest humourist in the English language.

 
    
     
      I’ve been captivated by P. G. Wodehouse ever since an Aged Relative placed a well-thumbed copy of 
      Carry On, Jeeves into my tender, unsuspecting hands.
      
     
      That book, and the characters therein, unveiled an empire of comic writing on which the sun has never set.
     

 
    
      
       Jeeves & the King of Clubs
       is, therefore, an homage to The Master–an attempt to deploy the pulleys, levers, gears, and knotted rope of Plum’s creative brilliance, and construct a novel that might both entertain his legions of devoted fans and introduce new generations to the caper-strewn uplands of Brinkley Court and Berkeley Mansions.

 
    
     
      I am indebted to the Wodehouse Estate for their gracious permission to borrow the Crown Jewels–and especially to Sir Edward Cazalet, Plum’s step-grandson, for his thoughtful and generous support.
     

 
    
     
      I hope this book might inspire readers to return to the fountain of Wodehouse’s peerless oeuvre–not just Jeeves and Wooster, but Psmith, Ukridge, Emsworth