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Chapter 23

 


I remember Jeeves saying on one occasion—I forgot how the
subject had arisen—he may simply have thrown the observation out,
as he does sometimes, for me to take or leave—that hell hath no
fury like a woman scorned. And until tonight I had always felt that
there was a lot in it. I had never scorned a woman myself, but
Pongo Twistleton once scorned an aunt of his, flatly refusing to
meet her son Gerald at Paddington and give him lunch and see him
off to school at Waterloo, and he never heard the end of it.
Letters were written, he tells me, which had to be seen to be
believed. Also two very strong telegrams and a bitter picture post
card with a view of the Little Chilbury War Memorial on it.

Until tonight, therefore, as I say, I had never questioned the
accuracy of the statement. Scorned women first and the rest
nowhere, was how it had always seemed to me.

But tonight I revised my views. If you want to know what hell
can really do in the way of furies, look for the chap who has been
hornswoggled into taking a long and unnecessary bicycle ride in the
dark without a lamp.

Mark that word "unnecessary". That was the part of it that
really jabbed the iron into the soul. I mean, if it was a case of
riding to the doctor's to save the child with croup, or going off
to the local pub to fetch supplies in the event of the cellar
having run dry, no one would leap to the handlebars more readily
than I. Young Lochinvar, absolutely. But this business of being put
through it merely to gratify one's personal attendant's diseased
sense of the amusing was a bit too thick, and I chafed from start
to finish.

So, what I mean to say, although the providence which watches
over good men saw to it that I was enabled to complete the homeward
journey unscathed except in the billowy portions, removing from my
path all goats, elephants, and even owls that looked like my Aunt
Agatha, it was a frowning and jaundiced Bertram who finally came to
anchor at the Brinkley Court front door. And when I saw a dark
figure emerging from the porch to meet me, I prepared to let myself
go and uncork all that was fizzing in the mind.

"Jeeves!" I said.

"It is I, Bertie."

The voice which spoke sounded like warm treacle, and even if I
had not recognized it immediately as that of the Bassett, I should
have known that it did not proceed from the man I was yearning to
confront. For this figure before me was wearing a simple tweed
dress and had employed my first name in its remarks. And Jeeves,
whatever his moral defects, would never go about in skirts calling
me Bertie.

The last person, of course, whom I would have wished to meet
after a long evening in the saddle, but I vouchsafed a courteous
"What ho!"

There was a pause, during which I massaged the calves. Mine, of
course, I mean.

"You got in, then?" I said, in allusion to the change of
costume.

"Oh, yes. About a quarter of an hour after you left Jeeves went
searching about and found the back-door key on the kitchen
window-sill."

"Ha!"

"What?"

"Nothing."

"I thought you said something."

"No, nothing."

And I continued to do so. For at this juncture, as had so often
happened when this girl and I were closeted, the conversation once
more went blue on us. The night breeze whispered, but not the
Bassett. A bird twittered, but not so much as a chirp escaped
Bertram. It was perfectly amazing, the way her mere presence seemed
to wipe speech from my lips—and mine, for that matter, from hers.
It began to look as if our married life together would be rather
like twenty years among the Trappist monks.

"Seen Jeeves anywhere?" I asked, eventually coming through.

"Yes, in the dining-room."

"The dining-room?"

"Waiting on everybody. They are having eggs and bacon and
champagne… . What did you say?"

I had said nothing—merely snorted. There was something about the
thought of these people carelessly revelling at a time when, for
all they knew, I was probably being dragged about the countryside
by goats or chewed by elephants, that struck home at me like a
poisoned dart. It was the sort of thing you read about as having
happened just before the French Revolution—the haughty nobles in
their castles callously digging in and quaffing while the
unfortunate blighters outside were suffering frightful
privations.

The voice of the Bassett cut in on these mordant
reflections:

"Bertie."

"Hullo!"

Silence.

"Hullo!" I said again.

No response. Whole thing rather like one of those telephone
conversations where you sit at your end of the wire saying: "Hullo!
Hullo!" unaware that the party of the second part has gone off to
tea.

Eventually, however, she came to the surface again:

"Bertie, I have something to say to you."

"What?"

"I have something to say to you."

"I know. I said 'What?'"

"Oh, I thought you didn't hear what I said."

"Yes, I heard what you said, all right, but not what you were
going to say."

"Oh, I see."

"Right-ho."

So that was straightened out. Nevertheless, instead of
proceeding she took time off once more. She stood twisting the
fingers and scratching the gravel with her foot. When finally she
spoke, it was to deliver an impressive boost:

"Bertie, do you read Tennyson?"

"Not if I can help."

"You remind me so much of those Knights of the Round Table in
the 'Idylls of the King'."

Of course I had heard of them—Lancelot, Galahad and all that
lot, but I didn't see where the resemblance came in. It seemed to
me that she must be thinking of a couple of other fellows.

"How do you mean?"

"You have such a great heart, such a fine soul. You are so
generous, so unselfish, so chivalrous. I have always felt that
about you—that you are one of the few really chivalrous men I have
ever met."

Well, dashed difficult, of course, to know what to say when
someone is giving you the old oil on a scale like that. I muttered
an "Oh, yes?" or something on those lines, and rubbed the billowy
portions in some embarrassment. And there was another silence,
broken only by a sharp howl as I rubbed a bit too hard.

"Bertie."

"Hullo?"

I heard her give a sort of gulp.

"Bertie, will you be chivalrous now?"

"Rather. Only too pleased. How do you mean?"

"I am going to try you to the utmost. I am going to test you as
few men have ever been tested. I am going——"

I didn't like the sound of this.

"Well," I said doubtfully, "always glad to oblige, you know, but
I've just had the dickens of a bicycle ride, and I'm a bit stiff
and sore, especially in the—as I say, a bit stiff and sore. If it's
anything to be fetched from upstairs——"

"No, no, you don't understand."

"I don't, quite, no."

"Oh, it's so difficult… . How can I say it?… Can't you
guess?"

"No. I'm dashed if I can."

"Bertie—let me go!"

"But I haven't got hold of you."

"Release me!"

"Re——"

And then I suddenly got it. I suppose it was fatigue that had
made me so slow to apprehend the nub.

"What?"

I staggered, and the left pedal came up and caught me on the
shin. But such was the ecstasy in the soul that I didn't utter a
cry.

"Release you?"

"Yes."

I didn't want any confusion on the point.

"You mean you want to call it all off? You're going to hitch up
with Gussie, after all?"

"Only if you are fine and big enough to consent."

"Oh, I am."

"I gave you my promise."

"Dash promises."

"Then you really——"

"Absolutely."

"Oh, Bertie!"

She seemed to sway like a sapling. It is saplings that sway, I
believe.

"A very parfait knight!" I heard her murmur, and there not being
much to say after that, I excused myself on the ground that I had
got about two pecks of dust down my back and would like to go and
get my maid to put me into something loose.

"You go back to Gussie," I said, "and tell him that all is
well."

She gave a sort of hiccup and, darting forward, kissed me on the
forehead. Unpleasant, of course, but, as Anatole would say, I can
take a few smooths with a rough. The next moment she was legging it
for the dining-room, while I, having bunged the bicycle into a
bush, made for the stairs.

I need not dwell upon my buckedness. It can be readily imagined.
Talk about chaps with the noose round their necks and the hangman
about to let her go and somebody galloping up on a foaming horse,
waving the reprieve—not in it. Absolutely not in it at all. I don't
know that I can give you a better idea of the state of my feelings
than by saying that as I started to cross the hall I was conscious
of so profound a benevolence toward all created things that I found
myself thinking kindly thoughts even of Jeeves.

I was about to mount the stairs when a sudden "What ho!" from my
rear caused me to turn. Tuppy was standing in the hall. He had
apparently been down to the cellar for reinforcements, for there
were a couple of bottles under his arm.

"Hullo, Bertie," he said. "You back?" He laughed amusedly. "You
look like the Wreck of the Hesperus. Get run over by a steam-roller
or something?"

At any other time I might have found his coarse badinage hard to
bear. But such was my uplifted mood that I waved it aside and
slipped him the good news.

"Tuppy, old man, the Bassett's going to marry Gussie
Fink-Nottle."

"Tough luck on both of them, what?"

"But don't you understand? Don't you see what this means? It
means that Angela is once more out of pawn, and you have only to
play your cards properly——"

He bellowed rollickingly. I saw now that he was in the pink. As
a matter of fact, I had noticed something of the sort directly I
met him, but had attributed it to alcoholic stimulant.

"Good Lord! You're right behind the times, Bertie. Only to be
expected, of course, if you will go riding bicycles half the night.
Angela and I made it up hours ago."

"What?"

"Certainly. Nothing but a passing tiff. All you need in these
matters is a little give and take, a bit of reasonableness on both
sides. We got together and talked things over. She withdrew my
double chin. I conceded her shark. Perfectly simple. All done in a
couple of minutes."

"But——"

"Sorry, Bertie. Can't stop chatting with you all night. There is
a rather impressive beano in progress in the dining-room, and they
are waiting for supplies."

Endorsement was given to this statement by a sudden shout from
the apartment named. I recognized—as who would not—Aunt Dahlia's
voice:

"Glossop!"

"Hullo?"

"Hurry up with that stuff."

"Coming, coming."

"Well, come, then. Yoicks! Hard for-rard!"

"Tallyho, not to mention tantivy. Your aunt," said Tuppy, "is a
bit above herself. I don't know all the facts of the case, but it
appears that Anatole gave notice and has now consented to stay on,
and also your uncle has given her a cheque for that paper of hers.
I didn't get the details, but she is much braced. See you later. I
must rush."

To say that Bertram was now definitely nonplussed would be but
to state the simple truth. I could make nothing of this. I had left
Brinkley Court a stricken home, with hearts bleeding wherever you
looked, and I had returned to find it a sort of earthly paradise.
It baffled me.

I bathed bewilderedly. The toy duck was still in the soap-dish,
but I was too preoccupied to give it a thought. Still at a loss, I
returned to my room, and there was Jeeves. And it is proof of my
fogged condish that my first words to him were words not of
reproach and stern recrimination but of inquiry:

"I say, Jeeves!"

"Good evening, sir. I was informed that you had returned. I
trust you had an enjoyable ride."

At any other moment, a crack like that would have woken the
fiend in Bertram Wooster. I barely noticed it. I was intent on
getting to the bottom of this mystery.

"But I say, Jeeves, what?"

"Sir?"

"What does all this mean?"

"You refer, sir——"

"Of course I refer. You know what I'm talking about. What has
been happening here since I left? The place is positively stiff
with happy endings."

"Yes, sir. I am glad to say that my efforts have been
rewarded."

"What do you mean, your efforts? You aren't going to try to make
out that that rotten fire bell scheme of yours had anything to do
with it?"

"Yes, sir."

"Don't be an ass, Jeeves. It flopped."

"Not altogether, sir. I fear, sir, that I was not entirely frank
with regard to my suggestion of ringing the fire bell. I had not
really anticipated that it would in itself produce the desired
results. I had intended it merely as a preliminary to what I might
describe as the real business of the evening."

"You gibber, Jeeves."

"No, sir. It was essential that the ladies and gentlemen should
be brought from the house, in order that, once out of doors, I
could ensure that they remained there for the necessary period of
time."

"How do you mean?"

"My plan was based on psychology, sir."

"How?"

"It is a recognized fact, sir, that there is nothing that so
satisfactorily unites individuals who have been so unfortunate as
to quarrel amongst themselves as a strong mutual dislike for some
definite person. In my own family, if I may give a homely
illustration, it was a generally accepted axiom that in times of
domestic disagreement it was necessary only to invite my Aunt Annie
for a visit to heal all breaches between the other members of the
household. In the mutual animosity excited by Aunt Annie, those who
had become estranged were reconciled almost immediately.
Remembering this, it occurred to me that were you, sir, to be
established as the person responsible for the ladies and gentlemen
being forced to spend the night in the garden, everybody would take
so strong a dislike to you that in this common sympathy they would
sooner or later come together."

I would have spoken, but he continued:

"And such proved to be the case. All, as you see, sir, is now
well. After your departure on the bicycle, the various estranged
parties agreed so heartily in their abuse of you that the ice, if I
may use the expression, was broken, and it was not long before Mr.
Glossop was walking beneath the trees with Miss Angela, telling her
anecdotes of your career at the university in exchange for hers
regarding your childhood; while Mr. Fink-Nottle, leaning against
the sundial, held Miss Bassett enthralled with stories of your
schooldays. Mrs. Travers, meanwhile, was telling Monsieur
Anatole——"

I found speech.

"Oh?" I said. "I see. And now, I suppose, as the result of this
dashed psychology of yours, Aunt Dahlia is so sore with me that it
will be years before I can dare to show my face here again—years,
Jeeves, during which, night after night, Anatole will be cooking
those dinners of his——"

"No, sir. It was to prevent any such contingency that I
suggested that you should bicycle to Kingham Manor. When I informed
the ladies and gentlemen that I had found the key, and it was borne
in upon them that you were having that long ride for nothing, their
animosity vanished immediately, to be replaced by cordial
amusement. There was much laughter."

"There was, eh?"

"Yes, sir. I fear you may possibly have to submit to a certain
amount of good-natured chaff, but nothing more. All, if I may say
so, is forgiven, sir."

"Oh?"

"Yes, sir."

I mused awhile.

"You certainly seem to have fixed things."

"Yes, sir."

"Tuppy and Angela are once more betrothed. Also Gussie and the
Bassett; Uncle Tom appears to have coughed up that money for
Milady's Boudoir. And Anatole is staying on."

"Yes, sir."

"I suppose you might say that all's well that ends well."

"Very apt, sir."

I mused again.

"All the same, your methods are a bit rough, Jeeves."

"One cannot make an omelette without breaking eggs, sir."

I started.

"Omelette! Do you think you could get me one?"

"Certainly, sir."

"Together with half a bot. of something?"

"Undoubtedly, sir."

"Do so, Jeeves, and with all speed."

I climbed into bed and sank back against the pillows. I must say
that my generous wrath had ebbed a bit. I was aching the whole
length of my body, particularly toward the middle, but against this
you had to set the fact that I was no longer engaged to Madeline
Bassett. In a good cause one is prepared to suffer. Yes, looking at
the thing from every angle, I saw that Jeeves had done well, and it
was with an approving beam that I welcomed him as he returned with
the needful.

He did not check up with this beam. A bit grave, he seemed to me
to be looking, and I probed the matter with a kindly query:

"Something on your mind, Jeeves?"

"Yes, sir. I should have mentioned it earlier, but in the
evening's disturbance it escaped my memory, I fear I have been
remiss, sir."

"Yes, Jeeves?" I said, champing contentedly.

"In the matter of your mess-jacket, sir."

A nameless fear shot through me, causing me to swallow a
mouthful of omelette the wrong way.

"I am sorry to say, sir, that while I was ironing it this
afternoon I was careless enough to leave the hot instrument upon
it. I very much fear that it will be impossible for you to wear it
again, sir."

One of those old pregnant silences filled the room.

"I am extremely sorry, sir."

For a moment, I confess, that generous wrath of mine came
bounding back, hitching up its muscles and snorting a bit through
the nose, but, as we say on the Riviera, à quoi sert-il?
There was nothing to be gained by g.w. now.

We Woosters can bite the bullet. I nodded moodily and speared
another slab of omelette.

"Right ho, Jeeves."

"Very good, sir."










Chapter 18

 


I eyed him narrowly. I didn't like his looks. Mark you, I don't
say I ever had, much, because Nature, when planning this sterling
fellow, shoved in a lot more lower jaw than was absolutely
necessary and made the eyes a bit too keen and piercing for one who
was neither an Empire builder nor a traffic policeman. But on the
present occasion, in addition to offending the aesthetic sense,
this Glossop seemed to me to be wearing a distinct air of menace,
and I found myself wishing that Jeeves wasn't always so dashed
tactful. I mean, it's all very well to remove yourself like an eel
sliding into mud when the employer has a visitor, but there are
moments—and it looked to me as if this was going to be one of
them—when the truer tact is to stick round and stand ready to lend
a hand in the free-for-all.

For Jeeves was no longer with us. I hadn't seen him go, and I
hadn't heard him go, but he had gone. As far as the eye could
reach, one noted nobody but Tuppy. And in Tuppy's demeanour, as I
say, there was a certain something that tended to disquiet. He
looked to me very much like a man who had come to reopen that
matter of my tickling Angela's ankles.

However, his opening remark told me that I had been alarming
myself unduly. It was of a pacific nature, and came as a great
relief.

"Bertie," he said, "I owe you an apology. I have come to make
it."

My relief on hearing these words, containing as they did no
reference of any sort to tickled ankles, was, as I say, great. But
I don't think it was any greater than my surprise. Months had
passed since that painful episode at the Drones, and until now he
hadn't given a sign of remorse and contrition. Indeed, word had
reached me through private sources that he frequently told the
story at dinners and other gatherings and, when doing so, laughed
his silly head off.

I found it hard to understand, accordingly, what could have
caused him to abase himself at this later date. Presumably he had
been given the elbow by his better self, but why?

Still, there it was.

"My dear chap," I said, gentlemanly to the gills, "don't mention
it."

"What's the sense of saying, 'Don't mention it'? I have
mentioned it."

"I mean, don't mention it any more. Don't give the matter
another thought. We all of us forget ourselves sometimes and do
things which, in our calmer moments, we regret. No doubt you were a
bit tight at the time."

"What the devil do you think you're talking about?"

I didn't like his tone. Brusque.

"Correct me if I am wrong," I said, with a certain stiffness,
"but I assumed that you were apologizing for your foul conduct in
looping back the last ring that night in the Drones, causing me to
plunge into the swimming b. in the full soup and fish."

"Ass! Not that, at all."

"Then what?"

"This Bassett business."

"What Bassett business?"

"Bertie," said Tuppy, "when you told me last night that you were
in love with Madeline Bassett, I gave you the impression that I
believed you, but I didn't. The thing seemed too incredible.
However, since then I have made inquiries, and the facts appear to
square with your statement. I have now come to apologize for
doubting you."

"Made inquiries?"

"I asked her if you had proposed to her, and she said, yes, you
had."

"Tuppy! You didn't?"

"I did."

"Have you no delicacy, no proper feeling?"

"No."

"Oh? Well, right-ho, of course, but I think you ought to
have."

"Delicacy be dashed. I wanted to be certain that it was not you
who stole Angela from me. I now know it wasn't."

So long as he knew that, I didn't so much mind him having no
delicacy.

"Ah," I said. "Well, that's fine. Hold that thought."

"I have found out who it was."

"What?"

He stood brooding for a moment. His eyes were smouldering with a
dull fire. His jaw stuck out like the back of Jeeves's head.

"Bertie," he said, "do you remember what I swore I would do to
the chap who stole Angela from me?"

"As nearly as I recall, you planned to pull him inside
out——"

"—and make him swallow himself. Correct. The programme still
holds good."

"But, Tuppy, I keep assuring you, as a competent eyewitness,
that nobody snitched Angela from you during that Cannes trip."

"No. But they did after she got back."

"What?"

"Don't keep saying, 'What?' You heard."

"But she hasn't seen anybody since she got back."

"Oh, no? How about that newt bloke?"

"Gussie?"

"Precisely. The serpent Fink-Nottle."

This seemed to me absolute gibbering.

"But Gussie loves the Bassett."

"You can't all love this blighted Bassett. What astonishes me is
that anyone can do it. He loves Angela, I tell you. And she loves
him."

"But Angela handed you your hat before Gussie ever got
here."

"No, she didn't. Couple of hours after."

"He couldn't have fallen in love with her in a couple of
hours."

"Why not? I fell in love with her in a couple of minutes. I
worshipped her immediately we met, the popeyed little
excrescence."

"But, dash it——"

"Don't argue, Bertie. The facts are all docketed. She loves this
newt-nuzzling blister."

"Quite absurd, laddie—quite absurd."

"Oh?" He ground a heel into the carpet—a thing I've often read
about, but had never seen done before. "Then perhaps you will
explain how it is that she happens to come to be engaged to
him?"

You could have knocked me down with a f.

"Engaged to him?"

"She told me herself."

"She was kidding you."

"She was not kidding me. Shortly after the conclusion of this
afternoon's binge at Market Snodsbury Grammar School he asked her
to marry him, and she appears to have right-hoed without a
murmur."

"There must be some mistake."

"There was. The snake Fink-Nottle made it, and by now I bet he
realizes it. I've been chasing him since 5.30."

"Chasing him?"

"All over the place. I want to pull his head off."

"I see. Quite."

"You haven't seen him, by any chance?"

"No."

"Well, if you do, say goodbye to him quickly and put in your
order for lilies… . Oh, Jeeves."

"Sir?"

I hadn't heard the door open, but the man was on the spot once
more. My private belief, as I think I have mentioned before, is
that Jeeves doesn't have to open doors. He's like one of those
birds in India who bung their astral bodies about—the chaps, I
mean, who having gone into thin air in Bombay, reassemble the parts
and appear two minutes later in Calcutta. Only some such theory
will account for the fact that he's not there one moment and is
there the next. He just seems to float from Spot A to Spot B like
some form of gas.

"Have you seen Mr. Fink-Nottle, Jeeves?"

"No, sir."

"I'm going to murder him."

"Very good, sir."

Tuppy withdrew, banging the door behind him, and I put Jeeves
abreast.

"Jeeves," I said, "do you know what? Mr. Fink-Nottle is engaged
to my Cousin Angela."

"Indeed, sir?"

"Well, how about it? Do you grasp the psychology? Does it make
sense? Only a few hours ago he was engaged to Miss Bassett."

"Gentlemen who have been discarded by one young lady are often
apt to attach themselves without delay to another, sir. It is what
is known as a gesture."

I began to grasp.

"I see what you mean. Defiant stuff."

"Yes, sir."

"A sort of 'Oh, right-ho, please yourself, but if you don't want
me, there are plenty who do.'"

"Precisely, sir. My Cousin George——"

"Never mind about your Cousin George, Jeeves."

"Very good, sir."

"Keep him for the long winter evenings, what?"

"Just as you wish, sir."

"And, anyway, I bet your Cousin George wasn't a shrinking,
non-goose-bo-ing jellyfish like Gussie. That is what astounds me,
Jeeves—that it should be Gussie who has been putting in all this
heavy gesture-making stuff."

"You must remember, sir, that Mr. Fink-Nottle is in a somewhat
inflamed cerebral condition."

"That's true. A bit above par at the moment, as it were?"

"Exactly, sir."

"Well, I'll tell you one thing—he'll be in a jolly sight more
inflamed cerebral condition if Tuppy gets hold of him… . What's the
time?"

"Just on eight o'clock, sir."

"Then Tuppy has been chasing him for two hours and a half. We
must save the unfortunate blighter, Jeeves."

"Yes, sir."

"A human life is a human life, what?"

"Exceedingly true, sir."

"The first thing, then, is to find him. After that we can
discuss plans and schemes. Go forth, Jeeves, and scour the
neighbourhood."

"It will not be necessary, sir. If you will glance behind you,
you will see Mr. Fink-Nottle coming out from beneath your bed."

And, by Jove, he was absolutely right.

There was Gussie, emerging as stated. He was covered with fluff
and looked like a tortoise popping forth for a bit of a
breather.

"Gussie!" I said.

"Jeeves," said Gussie.

"Sir?" said Jeeves.

"Is that door locked, Jeeves?"

"No, sir, but I will attend to the matter immediately."

Gussie sat down on the bed, and I thought for a moment that he
was going to be in the mode by burying his face in his hands.
However, he merely brushed a dead spider from his brow.

"Have you locked the door, Jeeves?"

"Yes, sir."

"Because you can never tell that that ghastly Glossop may not
take it into his head to come——"

The word "back" froze on his lips. He hadn't got any further
than a b-ish sound, when the handle of the door began to
twist and rattle. He sprang from the bed, and for an instant stood
looking exactly like a picture my Aunt Agatha has in her
dining-room—The Stag at Bay—Landseer. Then he made a dive for the
cupboard and was inside it before one really got on to it that he
had started leaping. I have seen fellows late for the 9.15 move
less nippily.

I shot a glance at Jeeves. He allowed his right eyebrow to
flicker slightly, which is as near as he ever gets to a display of
the emotions.

"Hullo?" I yipped.

"Let me in, blast you!" responded Tuppy's voice from without.
"Who locked this door?"

I consulted Jeeves once more in the language of the eyebrow. He
raised one of his. I raised one of mine. He raised his other. I
raised my other. Then we both raised both. Finally, there seeming
no other policy to pursue, I flung wide the gates and Tuppy came
shooting in.

"Now what?" I said, as nonchalantly as I could manage.

"Why was the door locked?" demanded Tuppy.

I was in pretty good eyebrow-raising form by now, so I gave him
a touch of it.

"Is one to have no privacy, Glossop?" I said coldly. "I
instructed Jeeves to lock the door because I was about to
disrobe."

"A likely story!" said Tuppy, and I'm not sure he didn't add
"Forsooth!" "You needn't try to make me believe that you're afraid
people are going to run excursion trains to see you in your
underwear. You locked that door because you've got the snake
Fink-Nottle concealed in here. I suspected it the moment I'd left,
and I decided to come back and investigate. I'm going to search
this room from end to end. I believe he's in that cupboard… .
What's in this cupboard?"

"Just clothes," I said, having another stab at the nonchalant,
though extremely dubious as to whether it would come off. "The
usual wardrobe of the English gentleman paying a country-house
visit."

"You're lying!"

Well, I wouldn't have been if he had only waited a minute before
speaking, because the words were hardly out of his mouth before
Gussie was out of the cupboard. I have commented on the speed with
which he had gone in. It was as nothing to the speed with which he
emerged. There was a sort of whir and blur, and he was no longer
with us.

I think Tuppy was surprised. In fact, I'm sure he was. Despite
the confidence with which he had stated his view that the cupboard
contained Fink-Nottles, it plainly disconcerted him to have the
chap fizzing out at him like this. He gargled sharply, and jumped
back about five feet. The next moment, however, he had recovered
his poise and was galloping down the corridor in pursuit. It only
needed Aunt Dahlia after them, shouting "Yoicks!" or whatever is
customary on these occasions, to complete the resemblance to a
brisk run with the Quorn.

I sank into a handy chair. I am not a man whom it is easy to
discourage, but it seemed to me that things had at last begun to
get too complex for Bertram.

"Jeeves," I said, "all this is a bit thick."

"Yes, sir."

"The head rather swims."

"Yes, sir."

"I think you had better leave me, Jeeves. I shall need to devote
the very closest thought to the situation which has arisen."

"Very good, sir."

The door closed. I lit a cigarette and began to ponder.
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Chapter 11

 


The makings were neatly laid out on a side-table, and to pour
into a glass an inch or so of the raw spirit and shoosh some
soda-water on top of it was with me the work of a moment. This
done, I retired to an arm-chair and put my feet up, sipping the
mixture with carefree enjoyment, rather like Caesar having one in
his tent the day he overcame the Nervii.

As I let the mind dwell on what must even now be taking place in
that peaceful garden, I felt bucked and uplifted. Though never for
an instant faltering in my opinion that Augustus Fink-Nottle was
Nature's final word in cloth-headed guffins, I liked the man,
wished him well, and could not have felt more deeply involved in
the success of his wooing if I, and not he, had been under the
ether.

The thought that by this time he might quite easily have
completed the preliminary pourparlers and be deep in an
informal discussion of honeymoon plans was very pleasant to me.

Of course, considering the sort of girl Madeline Bassett
was—stars and rabbits and all that, I mean—you might say that a
sober sadness would have been more fitting. But in these matters
you have got to realize that tastes differ. The impulse of
right-thinking men might be to run a mile when they saw the
Bassett, but for some reason she appealed to the deeps in Gussie,
so that was that.

I had reached this point in my meditations, when I was aroused
by the sound of the door opening. Somebody came in and started
moving like a leopard toward the side-table and, lowering the feet,
I perceived that it was Tuppy Glossop.

The sight of him gave me a momentary twinge of remorse,
reminding me, as it did, that in the excitement of getting Gussie
fixed up I had rather forgotten about this other client. It is
often that way when you're trying to run two cases at once.

However, Gussie now being off my mind, I was prepared to devote
my whole attention to the Glossop problem.

I had been much pleased by the way he had carried out the task
assigned him at the dinner-table. No easy one, I can assure you,
for the browsing and sluicing had been of the highest quality, and
there had been one dish in particular—I allude to the nonnettes
de poulet Agnès Sorel—which might well have broken down the
most iron resolution. But he had passed it up like a professional
fasting man, and I was proud of him.

"Oh, hullo, Tuppy," I said, "I wanted to see you."

He turned, snifter in hand, and it was easy to see that his
privations had tried him sorely. He was looking like a wolf on the
steppes of Russia which has seen its peasant shin up a high
tree.

"Yes?" he said, rather unpleasantly. "Well, here I am."

"Well?"

"How do you mean——well?"

"Make your report."

"What report?"

"Have you nothing to tell me about Angela?"

"Only that she's a blister."

I was concerned.

"Hasn't she come clustering round you yet?"

"She has not."

"Very odd."

"Why odd?"

"She must have noted your lack of appetite."

He barked raspingly, as if he were having trouble with the
tonsils of the soul.

"Lack of appetite! I'm as hollow as the Grand Canyon."

"Courage, Tuppy! Think of Gandhi."

"What about Gandhi?"

"He hasn't had a square meal for years."

"Nor have I. Or I could swear I hadn't. Gandhi, my left
foot."

I saw that it might be best to let the Gandhi motif
slide. I went back to where we had started.

"She's probably looking for you now."

"Who is? Angela?"

"Yes. She must have noticed your supreme sacrifice."

"I don't suppose she noticed it at all, the little fathead. I'll
bet it didn't register in any way whatsoever."

"Come, Tuppy," I urged, "this is morbid. Don't take this gloomy
view. She must at least have spotted that you refused those
nonnettes de poulet Agnès Sorel. It was a sensational
renunciation and stuck out like a sore thumb. And the cèpes à
la Rossini——"

A hoarse cry broke from his twisted lips:

"Will you stop it, Bertie! Do you think I am made of marble?
Isn't it bad enough to have sat watching one of Anatole's supremest
dinners flit by, course after course, without having you making a
song about it? Don't remind me of those nonnettes. I can't
stand it."

I endeavoured to hearten and console.

"Be brave, Tuppy. Fix your thoughts on that cold
steak-and-kidney pie in the larder. As the Good Book says, it
cometh in the morning."

"Yes, in the morning. And it's now about half-past nine at
night. You would bring that pie up, wouldn't you? Just when I was
trying to keep my mind off it."

I saw what he meant. Hours must pass before he could dig into
that pie. I dropped the subject, and we sat for a pretty good time
in silence. Then he rose and began to pace the room in an
overwrought sort of way, like a zoo lion who has heard the
dinner-gong go and is hoping the keeper won't forget him in the
general distribution. I averted my gaze tactfully, but I could hear
him kicking chairs and things. It was plain that the man's soul was
in travail and his blood pressure high.

Presently he returned to his seat, and I saw that he was looking
at me intently. There was that about his demeanour that led me to
think that he had something to communicate.

Nor was I wrong. He tapped me significantly on the knee and
spoke:

"Bertie."

"Hullo?"

"Shall I tell you something?"

"Certainly, old bird," I said cordially. "I was just beginning
to feel that the scene could do with a bit more dialogue."

"This business of Angela and me."

"Yes?"

"I've been putting in a lot of solid thinking about it."

"Oh, yes?"

"I have analysed the situation pitilessly, and one thing stands
out as clear as dammit. There has been dirty work afoot."

"I don't get you."

"All right. Let me review the facts. Up to the time she went to
Cannes Angela loved me. She was all over me. I was the blue-eyed
boy in every sense of the term. You'll admit that?"

"Indisputably."

"And directly she came back we had this bust-up."

"Quite."

"About nothing."

"Oh, dash it, old man, nothing? You were a bit tactless, what,
about her shark."

"I was frank and candid about her shark. And that's my point. Do
you seriously believe that a trifling disagreement about sharks
would make a girl hand a man his hat, if her heart were really
his?"

"Certainly."

It beats me why he couldn't see it. But then poor old Tuppy has
never been very hot on the finer shades. He's one of those large,
tough, football-playing blokes who lack the more delicate
sensibilities, as I've heard Jeeves call them. Excellent at
blocking a punt or walking across an opponent's face in cleated
boots, but not so good when it comes to understanding the
highly-strung female temperament. It simply wouldn't occur to him
that a girl might be prepared to give up her life's happiness
rather than waive her shark.

"Rot! It was just a pretext."

"What was?"

"This shark business. She wanted to get rid of me, and grabbed
at the first excuse."

"No, no."

"I tell you she did."

"But what on earth would she want to get rid of you for?"

"Exactly. That's the very question I asked myself. And here's
the answer: Because she has fallen in love with somebody else. It
sticks out a mile. There's no other possible solution. She goes to
Cannes all for me, she comes back all off me. Obviously during
those two months, she must have transferred her affections to some
foul blister she met out there."

"No, no."

"Don't keep saying 'No, no'. She must have done. Well, I'll tell
you one thing, and you can take this as official. If ever I find
this slimy, slithery snake in the grass, he had better make all the
necessary arrangements at his favourite nursing-home without delay,
because I am going to be very rough with him. I propose, if and
when found, to take him by his beastly neck, shake him till he
froths, and pull him inside out and make him swallow himself."

With which words he biffed off; and I, having given him a minute
or two to get out of the way, rose and made for the drawing-room.
The tendency of females to roost in drawing-rooms after dinner
being well marked, I expected to find Angela there. It was my
intention to have a word with Angela.

To Tuppy's theory that some insinuating bird had stolen the
girl's heart from him at Cannes I had given, as I have indicated,
little credence, considering it the mere unbalanced apple sauce of
a bereaved man. It was, of course, the shark, and nothing but the
shark, that had caused love's young dream to go temporarily off the
boil, and I was convinced that a word or two with the cousin at
this juncture would set everything right.

For, frankly, I thought it incredible that a girl of her natural
sweetness and tender-heartedness should not have been moved to her
foundations by what she had seen at dinner that night. Even
Seppings, Aunt Dahlia's butler, a cold, unemotional man, had gasped
and practically reeled when Tuppy waved aside those nonnettes
de poulet Agnès Sorel, while the footman, standing by with the
potatoes, had stared like one seeing a vision. I simply refused to
consider the possibility of the significance of the thing having
been lost on a nice girl like Angela. I fully expected to find her
in the drawing-room with her heart bleeding freely, all ripe for an
immediate reconciliation.

In the drawing-room, however, when I entered, only Aunt Dahlia
met the eye. It seemed to me that she gave me rather a jaundiced
look as I hove in sight, but this, having so recently beheld Tuppy
in his agony, I attributed to the fact that she, like him, had been
going light on the menu. You can't expect an empty aunt to beam
like a full aunt.

"Oh, it's you, is it?" she said.

Well, it was, of course.

"Where's Angela?" I asked.

"Gone to bed."

"Already?"

"She said she had a headache."

"H'm."

I wasn't so sure that I liked the sound of that so much. A girl
who has observed the sundered lover sensationally off his feed does
not go to bed with headaches if love has been reborn in her heart.
She sticks around and gives him the swift, remorseful glance from
beneath the drooping eyelashes and generally endeavours to convey
to him that, if he wants to get together across a round table and
try to find a formula, she is all for it too. Yes, I am bound to
say I found that going-to-bed stuff a bit disquieting.

"Gone to bed, eh?" I murmured musingly.

"What did you want her for?"

"I thought she might like a stroll and a chat."

"Are you going for a stroll?" said Aunt Dahlia, with a sudden
show of interest. "Where?"

"Oh, hither and thither."

"Then I wonder if you would mind doing something for me."

"Give it a name."

"It won't take you long. You know that path that runs past the
greenhouses into the kitchen garden. If you go along it, you come
to a pond."

"That's right."

"Well, will you get a good, stout piece of rope or cord and go
down that path till you come to the pond——"

"To the pond. Right."

"—and look about you till you find a nice, heavy stone. Or a
fairly large brick would do."

"I see," I said, though I didn't, being still fogged. "Stone or
brick. Yes. And then?"

"Then," said the relative, "I want you, like a good boy, to
fasten the rope to the brick and tie it around your damned neck and
jump into the pond and drown yourself. In a few days I will send
and have you fished up and buried because I shall need to dance on
your grave."

I was more fogged than ever. And not only fogged—wounded and
resentful. I remember reading a book where a girl "suddenly fled
from the room, afraid to stay for fear dreadful things would come
tumbling from her lips; determined that she would not remain
another day in this house to be insulted and misunderstood." I felt
much about the same.

Then I reminded myself that one has got to make allowances for a
woman with only about half a spoonful of soup inside her, and I
checked the red-hot crack that rose to the lips.

"What," I said gently, "is this all about? You seem pipped with
Bertram."

"Pipped!"

"Noticeably pipped. Why this ill-concealed animus?"

A sudden flame shot from her eyes, singeing my hair.

"Who was the ass, who was the chump, who was the dithering idiot
who talked me, against my better judgment, into going without my
dinner? I might have guessed——"

I saw that I had divined correctly the cause of her strange
mood.

"It's all right. Aunt Dahlia. I know just how you're feeling. A
bit on the hollow side, what? But the agony will pass. If I were
you, I'd sneak down and raid the larder after the household have
gone to bed. I am told there's a pretty good steak-and-kidney pie
there which will repay inspection. Have faith, Aunt Dahlia," I
urged. "Pretty soon Uncle Tom will be along, full of sympathy and
anxious inquiries."

"Will he? Do you know where he is now?"

"I haven't seen him."

"He is in the study with his face buried in his hands, muttering
about civilization and melting pots."

"Eh? Why?"

"Because it has just been my painful duty to inform him that
Anatole has given notice."

I own that I reeled.

"What?"

"Given notice. As the result of that drivelling scheme of yours.
What did you expect a sensitive, temperamental French cook to do,
if you went about urging everybody to refuse all food? I hear that
when the first two courses came back to the kitchen practically
untouched, his feelings were so hurt that he cried like a child.
And when the rest of the dinner followed, he came to the conclusion
that the whole thing was a studied and calculated insult, and
decided to hand in his portfolio."

"Golly!"

"You may well say 'Golly!' Anatole, God's gift to the gastric
juices, gone like the dew off the petal of a rose, all through your
idiocy. Perhaps you understand now why I want you to go and jump in
that pond. I might have known that some hideous disaster would
strike this house like a thunderbolt if once you wriggled your way
into it and started trying to be clever."

Harsh words, of course, as from aunt to nephew, but I bore her
no resentment. No doubt, if you looked at it from a certain angle,
Bertram might be considered to have made something of a
floater.

"I am sorry."

"What's the good of being sorry?"

"I acted for what I deemed the best."

"Another time try acting for the worst. Then we may possibly
escape with a mere flesh wound."

"Uncle Tom's not feeling too bucked about it all, you say?"

"He's groaning like a lost soul. And any chance I ever had of
getting that money out of him has gone."

I stroked the chin thoughtfully. There was, I had to admit,
reason in what she said. None knew better than I how terrible a
blow the passing of Anatole would be to Uncle Tom.

I have stated earlier in this chronicle that this curious object
of the seashore with whom Aunt Dahlia has linked her lot is a bloke
who habitually looks like a pterodactyl that has suffered, and the
reason he does so is that all those years he spent in making
millions in the Far East put his digestion on the blink, and the
only cook that has ever been discovered capable of pushing food
into him without starting something like Old Home Week in Moscow
under the third waistcoat button is this uniquely gifted Anatole.
Deprived of Anatole's services, all he was likely to give the wife
of his b. was a dirty look. Yes, unquestionably, things seemed to
have struck a somewhat rocky patch, and I must admit that I found
myself, at moment of going to press, a little destitute of
constructive ideas.

Confident, however, that these would come ere long, I kept the
stiff upper lip.

"Bad," I conceded. "Quite bad, beyond a doubt. Certainly a nasty
jar for one and all. But have no fear, Aunt Dahlia, I will fix
everything."

I have alluded earlier to the difficulty of staggering when
you're sitting down, showing that it is a feat of which I,
personally, am not capable. Aunt Dahlia, to my amazement, now did
it apparently without an effort. She was well wedged into a deep
arm-chair, but, nevertheless, she staggered like billy-o. A sort of
spasm of horror and apprehension contorted her face.

"If you dare to try any more of your lunatic schemes——"

I saw that it would be fruitless to try to reason with her.
Quite plainly, she was not in the vein. Contenting myself,
accordingly, with a gesture of loving sympathy, I left the room.
Whether she did or did not throw a handsomely bound volume of the
Works of Alfred, Lord Tennyson, at me, I am not in a position to
say. I had seen it lying on the table beside her, and as I closed
the door I remember receiving the impression that some blunt
instrument had crashed against the woodwork, but I was feeling too
pre-occupied to note and observe.

I blame myself for not having taken into consideration the
possible effects of a sudden abstinence on the part of virtually
the whole strength of the company on one of Anatole's impulsive
Provençal temperament. These Gauls, I should have remembered, can't
take it. Their tendency to fly off the handle at the slightest
provocation is well known. No doubt the man had put his whole soul
into those nonnettes de poulet, and to see them come
homing back to him must have gashed him like a knife.

However, spilt milk blows nobody any good, and it is useless to
dwell upon it. The task now confronting Bertram was to put matters
right, and I was pacing the lawn, pondering to this end, when I
suddenly heard a groan so lost-soulish that I thought it must have
proceeded from Uncle Tom, escaped from captivity and come to groan
in the garden.

Looking about me, however, I could discern no uncles. Puzzled, I
was about to resume my meditations, when the sound came again. And
peering into the shadows I observed a dim form seated on one of the
rustic benches which so liberally dotted this pleasance and another
dim form standing beside same. A second and more penetrating glance
and I had assembled the facts.

These dim forms were, in the order named, Gussie Fink-Nottle and
Jeeves. And what Gussie was doing, groaning all over the place like
this, was more than I could understand.

Because, I mean to say, there was no possibility of error. He
wasn't singing. As I approached, he gave an encore, and it was
beyond question a groan. Moreover, I could now see him clearly, and
his whole aspect was definitely sand-bagged.

"Good evening, sir," said Jeeves. "Mr. Fink-Nottle is not
feeling well."

Nor was I. Gussie had begun to make a low, bubbling noise, and I
could no longer disguise it from myself that something must have
gone seriously wrong with the works. I mean, I know marriage is a
pretty solemn business and the realization that he is in for it
frequently churns a chap up a bit, but I had never come across a
case of a newly-engaged man taking it on the chin so completely as
this.

Gussie looked up. His eye was dull. He clutched the thatch.

"Goodbye, Bertie," he said, rising.

I seemed to spot an error.

"You mean 'Hullo,' don't you?"

"No, I don't. I mean goodbye. I'm off."

"Off where?"

"To the kitchen garden. To drown myself."

"Don't be an ass."

"I'm not an ass… . Am I an ass, Jeeves?"

"Possibly a little injudicious, sir."

"Drowning myself, you mean?"

"Yes, sir."

"You think, on the whole, not drown myself?"

"I should not advocate it, sir."

"Very well, Jeeves. I accept your ruling. After all, it would be
unpleasant for Mrs. Travers to find a swollen body floating in her
pond."

"Yes, sir."

"And she has been very kind to me."

"Yes, sir."

"And you have been very kind to me, Jeeves."

"Thank you, sir."

"So have you, Bertie. Very kind. Everybody has been very kind to
me. Very, very kind. Very kind indeed. I have no complaints to
make. All right, I'll go for a walk instead."

I followed him with bulging eyes as he tottered off into the
dark.

"Jeeves," I said, and I am free to admit that in my emotion I
bleated like a lamb drawing itself to the attention of the parent
sheep, "what the dickens is all this?"

"Mr. Fink-Nottle is not quite himself, sir. He has passed
through a trying experience."

I endeavoured to put together a brief synopsis of previous
events.

"I left him out here with Miss Bassett."

"Yes, sir."

"I had softened her up."

"Yes, sir."

"He knew exactly what he had to do. I had coached him thoroughly
in lines and business."

"Yes, sir. So Mr. Fink-Nottle informed me."

"Well, then——"

"I regret to say, sir, that there was a slight hitch."

"You mean, something went wrong?"

"Yes, sir."

I could not fathom. The brain seemed to be tottering on its
throne.

"But how could anything go wrong? She loves him, Jeeves."

"Indeed, sir?"

"She definitely told me so. All he had to do was propose."

"Yes sir."

"Well, didn't he?"

"No, sir."

"Then what the dickens did he talk about?"

"Newts, sir."

"Newts?"

"Yes, sir."

"Newts?"

"Yes, sir."

"But why did he want to talk about newts?"

"He did not want to talk about newts, sir. As I gather from Mr.
Fink-Nottle, nothing could have been more alien to his plans."

I simply couldn't grasp the trend.

"But you can't force a man to talk about newts."

"Mr. Fink-Nottle was the victim of a sudden unfortunate spasm of
nervousness, sir. Upon finding himself alone with the young lady,
he admits to having lost his morale. In such circumstances,
gentlemen frequently talk at random, saying the first thing that
chances to enter their heads. This, in Mr. Fink-Nottle's case,
would seem to have been the newt, its treatment in sickness and in
health."

The scales fell from my eyes. I understood. I had had the same
sort of thing happen to me in moments of crisis. I remember once
detaining a dentist with the drill at one of my lower bicuspids and
holding him up for nearly ten minutes with a story about a
Scotchman, an Irishman, and a Jew. Purely automatic. The more he
tried to jab, the more I said "Hoots, mon," "Begorrah," and "Oy,
oy". When one loses one's nerve, one simply babbles.

I could put myself in Gussie's place. I could envisage the
scene. There he and the Bassett were, alone together in the evening
stillness. No doubt, as I had advised, he had shot the works about
sunsets and fairy princesses, and so forth, and then had arrived at
the point where he had to say that bit about having something to
say to her. At this, I take it, she lowered her eyes and said, "Oh,
yes?"

He then, I should imagine, said it was something very important;
to which her response would, one assumes, have been something on
the lines of "Really?" or "Indeed?" or possibly just the sharp
intake of the breath. And then their eyes met, just as mine met the
dentist's, and something suddenly seemed to catch him in the pit of
the stomach and everything went black and he heard his voice
starting to drool about newts. Yes, I could follow the
psychology.

Nevertheless, I found myself blaming Gussie. On discovering that
he was stressing the newt note in this manner, he ought, of course,
to have tuned out, even if it had meant sitting there saying
nothing. No matter how much of a twitter he was in, he should have
had sense enough to see that he was throwing a spanner into the
works. No girl, when she has been led to expect that a man is about
to pour forth his soul in a fervour of passion, likes to find him
suddenly shelving the whole topic in favour of an address on
aquatic Salamandridae.

"Bad, Jeeves."

"Yes, sir."

"And how long did this nuisance continue?"

"For some not inconsiderable time, I gather, sir. According to
Mr. Fink-Nottle, he supplied Miss Bassett with very full and
complete information not only with respect to the common newt, but
also the crested and palmated varieties. He described to her how
newts, during the breeding season, live in the water, subsisting
upon tadpoles, insect larvae, and crustaceans; how, later, they
make their way to the land and eat slugs and worms; and how the
newly born newt has three pairs of long, plumlike, external gills.
And he was just observing that newts differ from salamanders in the
shape of the tail, which is compressed, and that a marked sexual
dimorphism prevails in most species, when the young lady rose and
said that she thought she would go back to the house."

"And then——"

"She went, sir."

I stood musing. More and more, it was beginning to be borne in
upon me what a particularly difficult chap Gussie was to help. He
seemed to so marked an extent to lack snap and finish. With
infinite toil, you manoeuvred him into a position where all he had
to do was charge ahead, and he didn't charge ahead, but went off
sideways, missing the objective completely.

"Difficult, Jeeves."

"Yes, sir."

In happier circs., of course, I would have canvassed his views
on the matter. But after what had occurred in connection with that
mess-jacket, my lips were sealed.

"Well, I must think it over."

"Yes, sir."

"Burnish the brain a bit and endeavour to find the way out."

"Yes, sir."

"Well, good night, Jeeves."

"Good night, sir."

He shimmered off, leaving a pensive Bertram Wooster standing
motionless in the shadows. It seemed to me that it was hard to know
what to do for the best.










Chapter 16

 


Sunshine was gilding the grounds of Brinkley Court and the ear
detected a marked twittering of birds in the ivy outside the window
when I woke next morning to a new day. But there was no
corresponding sunshine in Bertram Wooster's soul and no answering
twitter in his heart as he sat up in bed, sipping his cup of
strengthening tea. It could not be denied that to Bertram,
reviewing the happenings of the previous night, the Tuppy-Angela
situation seemed more or less to have slipped a cog. With every
desire to look for the silver lining, I could not but feel that the
rift between these two haughty spirits had now reached such
impressive proportions that the task of bridging same would be
beyond even my powers.

I am a shrewd observer, and there had been something in Tuppy's
manner as he booted that plate of ham sandwiches that seemed to
tell me that he would not lightly forgive.

In these circs., I deemed it best to shelve their problem for
the nonce and turn the mind to the matter of Gussie, which
presented a brighter picture.

With regard to Gussie, everything was in train. Jeeves's morbid
scruples about lacing the chap's orange juice had put me to a good
deal of trouble, but I had surmounted every obstacle in the old
Wooster way. I had secured an abundance of the necessary spirit,
and it was now lying in its flask in the drawer of the
dressing-table. I had also ascertained that the jug, duly filled,
would be standing on a shelf in the butler's pantry round about the
hour of one. To remove it from that shelf, sneak it up to my room,
and return it, laced, in good time for the midday meal would be a
task calling, no doubt, for address, but in no sense an exacting
one.

It was with something of the emotions of one preparing a treat
for a deserving child that I finished my tea and rolled over for
that extra spot of sleep which just makes all the difference when
there is man's work to be done and the brain must be kept clear for
it.

And when I came downstairs an hour or so later, I knew how right
I had been to formulate this scheme for Gussie's bucking up. I ran
into him on the lawn, and I could see at a glance that if ever
there was a man who needed a snappy stimulant, it was he. All
nature, as I have indicated, was smiling, but not Augustus
Fink-Nottle. He was walking round in circles, muttering something
about not proposing to detain us long, but on this auspicious
occasion feeling compelled to say a few words.

"Ah, Gussie," I said, arresting him as he was about to start
another lap. "A lovely morning, is it not?"

Even if I had not been aware of it already, I could have divined
from the abruptness with which he damned the lovely morning that he
was not in merry mood. I addressed myself to the task of bringing
the roses back to his cheeks.

"I've got good news for you, Gussie."

He looked at me with a sudden sharp interest.

"Has Market Snodsbury Grammar School burned down?"

"Not that I know of."

"Have mumps broken out? Is the place closed on account of
measles?"

"No, no."

"Then what do you mean you've got good news?"

I endeavoured to soothe.

"You mustn't take it so hard, Gussie. Why worry about a
laughably simple job like distributing prizes at a school?"

"Laughably simple, eh? Do you realize I've been sweating for
days and haven't been able to think of a thing to say yet, except
that I won't detain them long. You bet I won't detain them long.
I've been timing my speech, and it lasts five seconds. What the
devil am I to say, Bertie? What do you say when you're distributing
prizes?"

I considered. Once, at my private school, I had won a prize for
Scripture knowledge, so I suppose I ought to have been full of
inside stuff. But memory eluded me.

Then something emerged from the mists.

"You say the race is not always to the swift."

"Why?"

"Well, it's a good gag. It generally gets a hand."

"I mean, why isn't it? Why isn't the race to the swift?"

"Ah, there you have me. But the nibs say it isn't."

"But what does it mean?"

"I take it it's supposed to console the chaps who haven't won
prizes."

"What's the good of that to me? I'm not worrying about them.
It's the ones that have won prizes that I'm worrying about, the
little blighters who will come up on the platform. Suppose they
make faces at me."

"They won't."

"How do you know they won't? It's probably the first thing
they'll think of. And even if they don't—Bertie, shall I tell you
something?"

"What?"

"I've a good mind to take that tip of yours and have a
drink."

I smiled. He little knew, about summed up what I was
thinking.

"Oh, you'll be all right," I said.

He became fevered again.

"How do you know I'll be all right? I'm sure to blow up in my
lines."

"Tush!"

"Or drop a prize."

"Tut!"

"Or something. I can feel it in my bones. As sure as I'm
standing here, something is going to happen this afternoon which
will make everybody laugh themselves sick at me. I can hear them
now. Like hyenas… . Bertie!"

"Hullo?"

"Do you remember that kids' school we went to before Eton?"

"Quite. It was there I won my Scripture prize."

"Never mind about your Scripture prize. I'm not talking about
your Scripture prize. Do you recollect the Bosher incident?"

I did, indeed. It was one of the high spots of my youth.

"Major-General Sir Wilfred Bosher came to distribute the prizes
at that school," proceeded Gussie in a dull, toneless voice. "He
dropped a book. He stooped to pick it up. And, as he stooped, his
trousers split up the back."

"How we roared!"

Gussie's face twisted.

"We did, little swine that we were. Instead of remaining silent
and exhibiting a decent sympathy for a gallant officer at a
peculiarly embarrassing moment, we howled and yelled with mirth. I
loudest of any. That is what will happen to me this afternoon,
Bertie. It will be a judgment on me for laughing like that at
Major-General Sir Wilfred Bosher."

"No, no, Gussie, old man. Your trousers won't split."

"How do you know they won't? Better men than I have split their
trousers. General Bosher was a D.S.O., with a fine record of
service on the north-western frontier of India, and his trousers
split. I shall be a mockery and a scorn. I know it. And you, fully
cognizant of what I am in for, come babbling about good news. What
news could possibly be good to me at this moment except the
information that bubonic plague had broken out among the scholars
of Market Snodsbury Grammar School, and that they were all confined
to their beds with spots?"

The moment had come for me to speak. I laid a hand gently on his
shoulder. He brushed it off. I laid it on again. He brushed it off
once more. I was endeavouring to lay it on for the third time, when
he moved aside and desired, with a certain petulance, to be
informed if I thought I was a ruddy osteopath.

I found his manner trying, but one has to make allowances. I was
telling myself that I should be seeing a very different Gussie
after lunch.

"When I said I had good news, old man, I meant about Madeline
Bassett."

The febrile gleam died out of his eyes, to be replaced by a look
of infinite sadness.

"You can't have good news about her. I've dished myself there
completely."

"Not at all. I am convinced that if you take another whack at
her, all will be well."

And, keeping it snappy, I related what had passed between the
Bassett and myself on the previous night.

"So all you have to do is play a return date, and you cannot
fail to swing the voting. You are her dream man."

He shook his head.

"No."

"What?"

"No use."

"What do you mean?"

"Not a bit of good trying."

"But I tell you she said in so many words——"

"It doesn't make any difference. She may have loved me once.
Last night will have killed all that."

"Of course it won't."

"It will. She despises me now."

"Not a bit of it. She knows you simply got cold feet."

"And I should get cold feet if I tried again. It's no good,
Bertie. I'm hopeless, and there's an end of it. Fate made me the
sort of chap who can't say 'bo' to a goose."

"It isn't a question of saying 'bo' to a goose. The point
doesn't arise at all. It is simply a matter of——"

"I know, I know. But it's no good. I can't do it. The whole
thing is off. I am not going to risk a repetition of last night's
fiasco. You talk in a light way of taking another whack at her, but
you don't know what it means. You have not been through the
experience of starting to ask the girl you love to marry you and
then suddenly finding yourself talking about the plumlike external
gills of the newly-born newt. It's not a thing you can do twice.
No, I accept my destiny. It's all over. And now, Bertie, like a
good chap, shove off. I want to compose my speech. I can't compose
my speech with you mucking around. If you are going to continue to
muck around, at least give me a couple of stories. The little hell
hounds are sure to expect a story or two."

"Do you know the one about——"

"No good. I don't want any of your off-colour stuff from the
Drones' smoking-room. I need something clean. Something that will
be a help to them in their after lives. Not that I care a damn
about their after lives, except that I hope they'll all choke."

"I heard a story the other day. I can't quite remember it, but
it was about a chap who snored and disturbed the neighbours, and it
ended, 'It was his adenoids that adenoid them.'"

He made a weary gesture.

"You expect me to work that in, do you, into a speech to be
delivered to an audience of boys, every one of whom is probably
riddled with adenoids? Damn it, they'd rush the platform. Leave me,
Bertie. Push off. That's all I ask you to do. Push off… . Ladies
and gentlemen," said Gussie, in a low, soliloquizing sort of way,
"I do not propose to detain this auspicious occasion long——"

It was a thoughtful Wooster who walked away and left him at it.
More than ever I was congratulating myself on having had the
sterling good sense to make all my arrangements so that I could
press a button and set things moving at an instant's notice.

Until now, you see, I had rather entertained a sort of hope that
when I had revealed to him the Bassett's mental attitude, Nature
would have done the rest, bracing him up to such an extent that
artificial stimulants would not be required. Because, naturally, a
chap doesn't want to have to sprint about country houses lugging
jugs of orange juice, unless it is absolutely essential.

But now I saw that I must carry on as planned. The total absence
of pep, ginger, and the right spirit which the man had displayed
during these conversational exchanges convinced me that the
strongest measures would be necessary. Immediately upon leaving
him, therefore, I proceeded to the pantry, waited till the butler
had removed himself elsewhere, and nipped in and secured the vital
jug. A few moments later, after a wary passage of the stairs, I was
in my room. And the first thing I saw there was Jeeves, fooling
about with trousers.

He gave the jug a look which—wrongly, as it was to turn out—I
diagnosed as censorious. I drew myself up a bit. I intended to have
no rot from the fellow.

"Yes, Jeeves?"

"Sir?"

"You have the air of one about to make a remark, Jeeves."

"Oh, no, sir. I note that you are in possession of Mr.
Fink-Nottle's orange juice. I was merely about to observe that in
my opinion it would be injudicious to add spirit to it."

"That is a remark, Jeeves, and it is precisely——"

"Because I have already attended to the matter, sir."

"What?"

"Yes, sir. I decided, after all, to acquiesce in your
wishes."

I stared at the man, astounded. I was deeply moved. Well, I
mean, wouldn't any chap who had been going about thinking that the
old feudal spirit was dead and then suddenly found it wasn't have
been deeply moved?

"Jeeves," I said, "I am touched."

"Thank you, sir."

"Touched and gratified."

"Thank you very much, sir."

"But what caused this change of heart?"

"I chanced to encounter Mr. Fink-Nottle in the garden, sir,
while you were still in bed, and we had a brief conversation."

"And you came away feeling that he needed a bracer?"

"Very much so, sir. His attitude struck me as defeatist."

I nodded.

"I felt the same. 'Defeatist' sums it up to a nicety. Did you
tell him his attitude struck you as defeatist?"

"Yes, sir."

"But it didn't do any good?"

"No, sir."

"Very well, then, Jeeves. We must act. How much gin did you put
in the jug?"

"A liberal tumblerful, sir."

"Would that be a normal dose for an adult defeatist, do you
think?"

"I fancy it should prove adequate, sir."

"I wonder. We must not spoil the ship for a ha'porth of tar. I
think I'll add just another fluid ounce or so."

"I would not advocate it, sir. In the case of Lord Brancaster's
parrot——"

"You are falling into your old error, Jeeves, of thinking that
Gussie is a parrot. Fight against this. I shall add the oz."

"Very good, sir."

"And, by the way, Jeeves, Mr. Fink-Nottle is in the market for
bright, clean stories to use in his speech. Do you know any?"

"I know a story about two Irishmen, sir."

"Pat and Mike?"

"Yes, sir."

"Who were walking along Broadway?"

"Yes, sir."

"Just what he wants. Any more?"

"No, sir."

"Well, every little helps. You had better go and tell it to
him."

"Very good, sir."

He passed from the room, and I unscrewed the flask and tilted
into the jug a generous modicum of its contents. And scarcely had I
done so, when there came to my ears the sound of footsteps without.
I had only just time to shove the jug behind the photograph of
Uncle Tom on the mantelpiece before the door opened and in came
Gussie, curveting like a circus horse.

"What-ho, Bertie," he said. "What-ho, what-ho, what-ho, and
again what-ho. What a beautiful world this is, Bertie. One of the
nicest I ever met."

I stared at him, speechless. We Woosters are as quick as
lightning, and I saw at once that something had happened.

I mean to say, I told you about him walking round in circles. I
recorded what passed between us on the lawn. And if I portrayed the
scene with anything like adequate skill, the picture you will have
retained of this Fink-Nottle will have been that of a nervous
wreck, sagging at the knees, green about the gills, and picking
feverishly at the lapels of his coat in an ecstasy of craven fear.
In a word, defeatist. Gussie, during that interview, had, in fine,
exhibited all the earmarks of one licked to a custard.

Vastly different was the Gussie who stood before me now.
Self-confidence seemed to ooze from the fellow's every pore. His
face was flushed, there was a jovial light in his eyes, the lips
were parted in a swashbuckling smile. And when with a genial hand
he sloshed me on the back before I could sidestep, it was as if I
had been kicked by a mule.

"Well, Bertie," he proceeded, as blithely as a linnet without a
thing on his mind, "you will be glad to hear that you were right.
Your theory has been tested and proved correct. I feel like a
fighting cock."

My brain ceased to reel. I saw all.

"Have you been having a drink?"

"I have. As you advised. Unpleasant stuff. Like medicine. Burns
your throat, too, and makes one as thirsty as the dickens. How
anyone can mop it up, as you do, for pleasure, beats me. Still, I
would be the last to deny that it tunes up the system. I could bite
a tiger."

"What did you have?"

"Whisky. At least, that was the label on the decanter, and I
have no reason to suppose that a woman like your aunt—staunch,
true-blue, British—would deliberately deceive the public. If she
labels her decanters Whisky, then I consider that we know where we
are."

"A whisky and soda, eh? You couldn't have done better."

"Soda?" said Gussie thoughtfully. "I knew there was something I
had forgotten."

"Didn't you put any soda in it?"

"It never occurred to me. I just nipped into the dining-room and
drank out of the decanter."

"How much?"

"Oh, about ten swallows. Twelve, maybe. Or fourteen. Say sixteen
medium-sized gulps. Gosh, I'm thirsty."

He moved over to the wash-stand and drank deeply out of the
water bottle. I cast a covert glance at Uncle Tom's photograph
behind his back. For the first time since it had come into my life,
I was glad that it was so large. It hid its secret well. If Gussie
had caught sight of that jug of orange juice, he would
unquestionably have been on to it like a knife.

"Well, I'm glad you're feeling braced," I said.

He moved buoyantly from the wash-hand stand, and endeavoured to
slosh me on the back again. Foiled by my nimble footwork, he
staggered to the bed and sat down upon it.

"Braced? Did I say I could bite a tiger?"

"You did."

"Make it two tigers. I could chew holes in a steel door. What an
ass you must have thought me out there in the garden. I see now you
were laughing in your sleeve."

"No, no."

"Yes," insisted Gussie. "That very sleeve," he said, pointing.
"And I don't blame you. I can't imagine why I made all that fuss
about a potty job like distributing prizes at a rotten little
country grammar school. Can you imagine, Bertie?"

"Exactly. Nor can I imagine. There's simply nothing to it. I
just shin up on the platform, drop a few gracious words, hand the
little blighters their prizes, and hop down again, admired by all.
Not a suggestion of split trousers from start to finish. I mean,
why should anybody split his trousers? I can't imagine. Can you
imagine?"

"No."

"Nor can I imagine. I shall be a riot. I know just the sort of
stuff that's needed—simple, manly, optimistic stuff straight from
the shoulder. This shoulder," said Gussie, tapping. "Why I was so
nervous this morning I can't imagine. For anything simpler than
distributing a few footling books to a bunch of grimy-faced kids I
can't imagine. Still, for some reason I can't imagine, I was
feeling a little nervous, but now I feel fine, Bertie—fine, fine,
fine—and I say this to you as an old friend. Because that's what
you are, old man, when all the smoke has cleared away—an old
friend. I don't think I've ever met an older friend. How long have
you been an old friend of mine, Bertie?"

"Oh, years and years."

"Imagine! Though, of course, there must have been a time when
you were a new friend… . Hullo, the luncheon gong. Come on, old
friend."

And, rising from the bed like a performing flea, he made for the
door.

I followed rather pensively. What had occurred was, of course,
so much velvet, as you might say. I mean, I had wanted a braced
Fink-Nottle— indeed, all my plans had had a braced Fink-Nottle as
their end and aim —but I found myself wondering a little whether
the Fink-Nottle now sliding down the banister wasn't, perhaps, a
shade too braced. His demeanour seemed to me that of a man who
might quite easily throw bread about at lunch.

Fortunately, however, the settled gloom of those round him
exercised a restraining effect upon him at the table. It would have
needed a far more plastered man to have been rollicking at such a
gathering. I had told the Bassett that there were aching hearts in
Brinkley Court, and it now looked probable that there would shortly
be aching tummies. Anatole, I learned, had retired to his bed with
a fit of the vapours, and the meal now before us had been cooked by
the kitchen maid—as C3 a performer as ever wielded a skillet.

This, coming on top of their other troubles, induced in the
company a pretty unanimous silence—a solemn stillness, as you might
say—which even Gussie did not seem prepared to break. Except,
therefore, for one short snatch of song on his part, nothing
untoward marked the occasion, and presently we rose, with
instructions from Aunt Dahlia to put on festal raiment and be at
Market Snodsbury not later than 3.30. This leaving me ample time to
smoke a gasper or two in a shady bower beside the lake, I did so,
repairing to my room round about the hour of three.

Jeeves was on the job, adding the final polish to the old
topper, and I was about to apprise him of the latest developments
in the matter of Gussie, when he forestalled me by observing that
the latter had only just concluded an agreeable visit to the
Wooster bedchamber.

"I found Mr. Fink-Nottle seated here when I arrived to lay out
your clothes, sir."

"Indeed, Jeeves? Gussie was in here, was he?"

"Yes, sir. He left only a few moments ago. He is driving to the
school with Mr. and Mrs. Travers in the large car."

"Did you give him your story of the two Irishmen?"

"Yes, sir. He laughed heartily."

"Good. Had you any other contributions for him?"

"I ventured to suggest that he might mention to the young
gentlemen that education is a drawing out, not a putting in. The
late Lord Brancaster was much addicted to presenting prizes at
schools, and he invariably employed this dictum."

"And how did he react to that?"

"He laughed heartily, sir."

"This surprised you, no doubt? This practically incessant
merriment, I mean."

"Yes, sir."

"You thought it odd in one who, when you last saw him, was well
up in Group A of the defeatists."

"Yes, sir."

"There is a ready explanation, Jeeves. Since you last saw him,
Gussie has been on a bender. He's as tight as an owl."

"Indeed, sir?"

"Absolutely. His nerve cracked under the strain, and he sneaked
into the dining-room and started mopping the stuff up like a vacuum
cleaner. Whisky would seem to be what he filled the radiator with.
I gather that he used up most of the decanter. Golly, Jeeves, it's
lucky he didn't get at that laced orange juice on top of that,
what?"

"Extremely, sir."

I eyed the jug. Uncle Tom's photograph had fallen into the
fender, and it was standing there right out in the open, where
Gussie couldn't have helped seeing it. Mercifully, it was empty
now.

"It was a most prudent act on your part, if I may say so, sir,
to dispose of the orange juice."

I stared at the man.

"What? Didn't you?"

"No, sir."

"Jeeves, let us get this clear. Was it not you who threw away
that o.j.?"

"No, sir. I assumed, when I entered the room and found the
pitcher empty, that you had done so."

We looked at each other, awed. Two minds with but a single
thought.

"I very much fear, sir——"

"So do I, Jeeves."

"It would seem almost certain——"

"Quite certain. Weigh the facts. Sift the evidence. The jug was
standing on the mantelpiece, for all eyes to behold. Gussie had
been complaining of thirst. You found him in here, laughing
heartily. I think that there can be little doubt, Jeeves, that the
entire contents of that jug are at this moment reposing on top of
the existing cargo in that already brilliantly lit man's interior.
Disturbing, Jeeves."

"Most disturbing, sir."

"Let us face the position, forcing ourselves to be calm. You
inserted in that jug—shall we say a tumblerful of the right
stuff?"

"Fully a tumblerful, sir."

"And I added of my plenty about the same amount."

"Yes, sir."

"And in two shakes of a duck's tail Gussie, with all that
lapping about inside him, will be distributing the prizes at Market
Snodsbury Grammar School before an audience of all that is fairest
and most refined in the county."

"Yes, sir."

"It seems to me, Jeeves, that the ceremony may be one fraught
with considerable interest."

"Yes, sir."

"What, in your opinion, will the harvest be?"

"One finds it difficult to hazard a conjecture, sir."

"You mean imagination boggles?"

"Yes, sir."

I inspected my imagination. He was right. It boggled.










Chapter 5

 


I gave him one of my looks.

"Jeeves," I said, "I had scarcely expected this of you. You are
aware that I was up to an advanced hour last night. You know that I
have barely had my tea. You cannot be ignorant of the effect of
that hearty voice of Aunt Dahlia's on a man with a headache. And
yet you come bringing me Fink-Nottles. Is this a time for Fink or
any other kind of Nottle?"

"But did you not give me to understand, sir, that you wished to
see Mr. Fink-Nottle to advise him on his affairs?"

This, I admit, opened up a new line of thought. In the stress of
my emotions, I had clean forgotten about having taken Gussie's
interests in hand. It altered things. One can't give the raspberry
to a client. I mean, you didn't find Sherlock Holmes refusing to
see clients just because he had been out late the night before at
Doctor Watson's birthday party. I could have wished that the man
had selected some more suitable hour for approaching me, but as he
appeared to be a sort of human lark, leaving his watery nest at
daybreak, I supposed I had better give him an audience.

"True," I said. "All right. Bung him in."

"Very good, sir."

"But before doing so, bring me one of those pick-me-ups of
yours."

"Very good, sir."

And presently he returned with the vital essence.

I have had occasion, I fancy, to speak before now of these
pick-me-ups of Jeeves's and their effect on a fellow who is hanging
to life by a thread on the morning after. What they consist of, I
couldn't tell you. He says some kind of sauce, the yolk of a raw
egg and a dash of red pepper, but nothing will convince me that the
thing doesn't go much deeper than that. Be that as it may, however,
the results of swallowing one are amazing.

For perhaps the split part of a second nothing happens. It is as
though all Nature waited breathless. Then, suddenly, it is as if
the Last Trump had sounded and Judgment Day set in with unusual
severity.

Bonfires burst out all in parts of the frame. The abdomen
becomes heavily charged with molten lava. A great wind seems to
blow through the world, and the subject is aware of something
resembling a steam hammer striking the back of the head. During
this phase, the ears ring loudly, the eyeballs rotate and there is
a tingling about the brow.

And then, just as you are feeling that you ought to ring up your
lawyer and see that your affairs are in order before it is too
late, the whole situation seems to clarify. The wind drops. The
ears cease to ring. Birds twitter. Brass bands start playing. The
sun comes up over the horizon with a jerk.

And a moment later all you are conscious of is a great
peace.

As I drained the glass now, new life seemed to burgeon within
me. I remember Jeeves, who, however much he may go off the rails at
times in the matter of dress clothes and in his advice to those in
love, has always had a neat turn of phrase, once speaking of
someone rising on stepping-stones of his dead self to higher
things. It was that way with me now. I felt that the Bertram
Wooster who lay propped up against the pillows had become a better,
stronger, finer Bertram.

"Thank you, Jeeves," I said.

"Not at all, sir."

"That touched the exact spot. I am now able to cope with life's
problems."

"I am gratified to hear it, sir."

"What madness not to have had one of those before tackling Aunt
Dahlia! However, too late to worry about that now. Tell me of
Gussie. How did he make out at the fancy-dress ball?"

"He did not arrive at the fancy-dress ball, sir."

I looked at him a bit austerely.

"Jeeves," I said, "I admit that after that pick-me-up of yours I
feel better, but don't try me too high. Don't stand by my sick bed
talking absolute rot. We shot Gussie into a cab and he started
forth, headed for wherever this fancy-dress ball was. He must have
arrived."

"No, sir. As I gather from Mr. Fink-Nottle, he entered the cab
convinced in his mind that the entertainment to which he had been
invited was to be held at No. 17, Suffolk Square, whereas the
actual rendezvous was No. 71, Norfolk Terrace. These aberrations of
memory are not uncommon with those who, like Mr. Fink-Nottle,
belong essentially to what one might call the dreamer-type."

"One might also call it the fatheaded type."

"Yes, sir."

"Well?"

"On reaching No. 17, Suffolk Square, Mr. Fink-Nottle endeavoured
to produce money to pay the fare."

"What stopped him?"

"The fact that he had no money, sir. He discovered that he had
left it, together with his ticket of invitation, on the mantelpiece
of his bedchamber in the house of his uncle, where he was residing.
Bidding the cabman to wait, accordingly, he rang the door-bell, and
when the butler appeared, requested him to pay the cab, adding that
it was all right, as he was one of the guests invited to the dance.
The butler then disclaimed all knowledge of a dance on the
premises."

"And declined to unbelt?"

"Yes, sir."

"Upon which——"

"Mr. Fink-Nottle directed the cabman to drive him back to his
uncle's residence."

"Well, why wasn't that the happy ending? All he had to do was go
in, collect cash and ticket, and there he would have been, on
velvet."

"I should have mentioned, sir, that Mr. Fink-Nottle had also
left his latchkey on the mantelpiece of his bedchamber."

"He could have rung the bell."

"He did ring the bell, sir, for some fifteen minutes. At the
expiration of that period he recalled that he had given permission
to the caretaker—the house was officially closed and all the staff
on holiday—to visit his sailor son at Portsmouth."

"Golly, Jeeves!"

"Yes, sir."

"These dreamer types do live, don't they?"

"Yes, sir."

"What happened then?"

"Mr. Fink-Nottle appears to have realized at this point that his
position as regards the cabman had become equivocal. The figures on
the clock had already reached a substantial sum, and he was not in
a position to meet his obligations."

"He could have explained."

"You cannot explain to cabmen, sir. On endeavouring to do so, he
found the fellow sceptical of his bona fides."

"I should have legged it."

"That is the policy which appears to have commended itself to
Mr. Fink-Nottle. He darted rapidly away, and the cabman,
endeavouring to detain him, snatched at his overcoat. Mr.
Fink-Nottle contrived to extricate himself from the coat, and it
would seem that his appearance in the masquerade costume beneath it
came as something of a shock to the cabman. Mr. Fink-Nottle informs
me that he heard a species of whistling gasp, and, looking round,
observed the man crouching against the railings with his hands over
his face. Mr. Fink-Nottle thinks he was praying. No doubt an
uneducated, superstitious fellow, sir. Possibly a drinker."

"Well, if he hadn't been one before, I'll bet he started being
one shortly afterwards. I expect he could scarcely wait for the
pubs to open."

"Very possibly, in the circumstances he might have found a
restorative agreeable, sir."

"And so, in the circumstances, might Gussie too, I should think.
What on earth did he do after that? London late at night—or even in
the daytime, for that matter—is no place for a man in scarlet
tights."

"No, sir."

"He invites comment."

"Yes, sir."

"I can see the poor old bird ducking down side-streets, skulking
in alley-ways, diving into dust-bins."

"I gathered from Mr. Fink-Nottle's remarks, sir, that something
very much on those lines was what occurred. Eventually, after a
trying night, he found his way to Mr. Sipperley's residence, where
he was able to secure lodging and a change of costume in the
morning."

I nestled against the pillows, the brow a bit drawn. It is all
very well to try to do old school friends a spot of good, but I
could not but feel that in espousing the cause of a lunkhead
capable of mucking things up as Gussie had done, I had taken on a
contract almost too big for human consumption. It seemed to me that
what Gussie needed was not so much the advice of a seasoned man of
the world as a padded cell in Colney Hatch and a couple of good
keepers to see that he did not set the place on fire.

Indeed, for an instant I had half a mind to withdraw from the
case and hand it back to Jeeves. But the pride of the Woosters
restrained me. When we Woosters put our hands to the plough, we do
not readily sheathe the sword. Besides, after that business of the
mess-jacket, anything resembling weakness would have been
fatal.

"I suppose you realize, Jeeves," I said, for though one dislikes
to rub it in, these things have to be pointed out, "that all this
was your fault?"

"Sir?"

"It's no good saying 'Sir?' You know it was. If you had not
insisted on his going to that dance—a mad project, as I spotted
from the first—this would not have happened."

"Yes, sir, but I confess I did not anticipate——"

"Always anticipate everything, Jeeves," I said, a little
sternly. "It is the only way. Even if you had allowed him to wear a
Pierrot costume, things would not have panned out as they did. A
Pierrot costume has pockets. However," I went on more kindly, "we
need not go into that now. If all this has shown you what comes of
going about the place in scarlet tights, that is something gained.
Gussie waits without, you say?"

"Yes, sir."

"Then shoot him in, and I will see what I can do for him."










Chapter 2

 


"What-ho, Gussie," I said.

You couldn't have told it from my manner, but I was feeling more
than a bit nonplussed. The spectacle before me was enough to
nonplus anyone. I mean to say, this Fink-Nottle, as I remembered
him, was the sort of shy, shrinking goop who might have been
expected to shake like an aspen if invited to so much as a social
Saturday afternoon at the vicarage. And yet here he was, if one
could credit one's senses, about to take part in a fancy-dress
ball, a form of entertainment notoriously a testing experience for
the toughest.

And he was attending that fancy-dress ball, mark you—not, like
every other well-bred Englishman, as a Pierrot, but as
Mephistopheles—this involving, as I need scarcely stress, not only
scarlet tights but a pretty frightful false beard.

Rummy, you'll admit. However, one masks one's feelings. I
betrayed no vulgar astonishment, but, as I say, what-hoed with
civil nonchalance.

He grinned through the fungus—rather sheepishly, I thought.

"Oh, hullo, Bertie."

"Long time since I saw you. Have a spot?"

"No, thanks. I must be off in a minute. I just came round to ask
Jeeves how he thought I looked. How do you think I look,
Bertie?"

Well, the answer to that, of course, was "perfectly foul". But
we Woosters are men of tact and have a nice sense of the
obligations of a host. We do not tell old friends beneath our
roof-tree that they are an offence to the eyesight. I evaded the
question.

"I hear you're in London," I said carelessly.

"Oh, yes."

"Must be years since you came up."

"Oh, yes."

"And now you're off for an evening's pleasure."

He shuddered a bit. He had, I noticed, a hunted air.

"Pleasure!"

"Aren't you looking forward to this rout or revel?"

"Oh, I suppose it'll be all right," he said, in a toneless
voice. "Anyway, I ought to be off, I suppose. The thing starts
round about eleven. I told my cab to wait… . Will you see if it's
there, Jeeves?"

"Very good, sir."

There was something of a pause after the door had closed. A
certain constraint. I mixed myself a beaker, while Gussie, a
glutton for punishment, stared at himself in the mirror. Finally I
decided that it would be best to let him know that I was abreast of
his affairs. It might be that it would ease his mind to confide in
a sympathetic man of experience. I have generally found, with those
under the influence, that what they want more than anything is the
listening ear.

"Well, Gussie, old leper," I said, "I've been hearing all about
you."

"Eh?"

"This little trouble of yours. Jeeves has told me
everything."

He didn't seem any too braced. It's always difficult to be sure,
of course, when a chap has dug himself in behind a Mephistopheles
beard, but I fancy he flushed a trifle.

"I wish Jeeves wouldn't go gassing all over the place. It was
supposed to be confidential."

I could not permit this tone.

"Dishing up the dirt to the young master can scarcely be
described as gassing all over the place," I said, with a touch of
rebuke. "Anyway, there it is. I know all. And I should like to
begin," I said, sinking my personal opinion that the female in
question was a sloppy pest in my desire to buck and encourage, "by
saying that Madeline Bassett is a charming girl. A winner, and just
the sort for you."

"You don't know her?"

"Certainly I know her. What beats me is how you ever got in
touch. Where did you meet?"

"She was staying at a place near mine in Lincolnshire the week
before last."

"Yes, but even so. I didn't know you called on the
neighbours."

"I don't. I met her out for a walk with her dog. The dog had got
a thorn in its foot, and when she tried to take it out, it snapped
at her. So, of course, I had to rally round."

"You extracted the thorn?"

"Yes."

"And fell in love at first sight?"

"Yes."

"Well, dash it, with a thing like that to give you a send-off,
why didn't you cash in immediately?"

"I hadn't the nerve."

"What happened?"

"We talked for a bit."

"What about?"

"Oh, birds."

"Birds? What birds?"

"The birds that happened to be hanging round. And the scenery,
and all that sort of thing. And she said she was going to London,
and asked me to look her up if I was ever there."

"And even after that you didn't so much as press her hand?"

"Of course not."

Well, I mean, it looked as though there was no more to be said.
If a chap is such a rabbit that he can't get action when he's
handed the thing on a plate, his case would appear to be pretty
hopeless. Nevertheless, I reminded myself that this non-starter and
I had been at school together. One must make an effort for an old
school friend.

"Ah, well," I said, "we must see what can be done. Things may
brighten. At any rate, you will be glad to learn that I am behind
you in this enterprise. You have Bertram Wooster in your corner,
Gussie."

"Thanks, old man. And Jeeves, of course, which is the thing that
really matters."

I don't mind admitting that I winced. He meant no harm, I
suppose, but I'm bound to say that this tactless speech nettled me
not a little. People are always nettling me like that. Giving me to
understand, I mean to say, that in their opinion Bertram Wooster is
a mere cipher and that the only member of the household with brains
and resources is Jeeves.

It jars on me.

And tonight it jarred on me more than usual, because I was
feeling pretty dashed fed with Jeeves. Over that matter of the mess
jacket, I mean. True, I had forced him to climb down, quelling him,
as described, with the quiet strength of my personality, but I was
still a trifle shirty at his having brought the thing up at all. It
seemed to me that what Jeeves wanted was the iron hand.

"And what is he doing about it?" I inquired stiffly.

"He's been giving the position of affairs a lot of thought."

"He has, has he?"

"It's on his advice that I'm going to this dance."

"Why?"

"She is going to be there. In fact, it was she who sent me the
ticket of invitation. And Jeeves considered——"

"And why not as a Pierrot?" I said, taking up the point which
had struck me before. "Why this break with a grand old
tradition?"

"He particularly wanted me to go as Mephistopheles."

I started.

"He did, did he? He specifically recommended that definite
costume?"

"Yes."

"Ha!"

"Eh?"

"Nothing. Just 'Ha!'"

And I'll tell you why I said "Ha!" Here was Jeeves making heavy
weather about me wearing a perfectly ordinary white mess jacket, a
garment not only tout ce qu'il y a de chic, but absolutely
de rigueur, and in the same breath, as you might say,
inciting Gussie Fink-Nottle to be a blot on the London scene in
scarlet tights. Ironical, what? One looks askance at this sort of
in-and-out running.

"What has he got against Pierrots?"

"I don't think he objects to Pierrots as Pierrots. But in my
case he thought a Pierrot wouldn't be adequate."

"I don't follow that."

"He said that the costume of Pierrot, while pleasing to the eye,
lacked the authority of the Mephistopheles costume."

"I still don't get it."

"Well, it's a matter of psychology, he said."

There was a time when a remark like that would have had me
snookered. But long association with Jeeves has developed the
Wooster vocabulary considerably. Jeeves has always been a whale for
the psychology of the individual, and I now follow him like a
bloodhound when he snaps it out of the bag.

"Oh, psychology?"

"Yes. Jeeves is a great believer in the moral effect of clothes.
He thinks I might be emboldened in a striking costume like this. He
said a Pirate Chief would be just as good. In fact, a Pirate Chief
was his first suggestion, but I objected to the boots."

I saw his point. There is enough sadness in life without having
fellows like Gussie Fink-Nottle going about in sea boots.

"And are you emboldened?"

"Well, to be absolutely accurate, Bertie, old man, no."

A gust of compassion shook me. After all, though we had lost
touch a bit of recent years, this man and I had once thrown inked
darts at each other.

"Gussie," I said, "take an old friend's advice, and don't go
within a mile of this binge."

"But it's my last chance of seeing her. She's off tomorrow to
stay with some people in the country. Besides, you don't know."

"Don't know what?"

"That this idea of Jeeves's won't work. I feel a most frightful
chump now, yes, but who can say whether that will not pass off when
I get into a mob of other people in fancy dress. I had the same
experience as a child, one year during the Christmas festivities.
They dressed me up as a rabbit, and the shame was indescribable.
Yet when I got to the party and found myself surrounded by scores
of other children, many in costumes even ghastlier than my own, I
perked up amazingly, joined freely in the revels, and was able to
eat so hearty a supper that I was sick twice in the cab coming
home. What I mean is, you can't tell in cold blood."

I weighed this. It was specious, of course.

"And you can't get away from it that, fundamentally, Jeeves's
idea is sound. In a striking costume like Mephistopheles, I might
quite easily pull off something pretty impressive. Colour does make
a difference. Look at newts. During the courting season the male
newt is brilliantly coloured. It helps him a lot."

"But you aren't a male newt."

"I wish I were. Do you know how a male newt proposes, Bertie? He
just stands in front of the female newt vibrating his tail and
bending his body in a semi-circle. I could do that on my head. No,
you wouldn't find me grousing if I were a male newt."

"But if you were a male newt, Madeline Bassett wouldn't look at
you. Not with the eye of love, I mean."

"She would, if she were a female newt."

"But she isn't a female newt."

"No, but suppose she was."

"Well, if she was, you wouldn't be in love with her."

"Yes, I would, if I were a male newt."

A slight throbbing about the temples told me that this
discussion had reached saturation point.

"Well, anyway," I said, "coming down to hard facts and cutting
out all this visionary stuff about vibrating tails and what not,
the salient point that emerges is that you are booked to appear at
a fancy-dress ball. And I tell you out of my riper knowledge of
fancy-dress balls, Gussie, that you won't enjoy yourself."

"It isn't a question of enjoying yourself."

"I wouldn't go."

"I must go. I keep telling you she's off to the country
tomorrow."

I gave it up.

"So be it," I said. "Have it your own way… . Yes, Jeeves?"

"Mr. Fink-Nottle's cab, sir."

"Ah? The cab, eh?… Your cab, Gussie."

"Oh, the cab? Oh, right. Of course, yes, rather… . Thanks,
Jeeves … Well, so long, Bertie."

And giving me the sort of weak smile Roman gladiators used to
give the Emperor before entering the arena, Gussie trickled off.
And I turned to Jeeves. The moment had arrived for putting him in
his place, and I was all for it.

It was a little difficult to know how to begin, of course. I
mean to say, while firmly resolved to tick him off, I didn't want
to gash his feelings too deeply. Even when displaying the iron
hand, we Woosters like to keep the thing fairly matey.

However, on consideration, I saw that there was nothing to be
gained by trying to lead up to it gently. It is never any use
beating about the b.

"Jeeves," I said, "may I speak frankly?"

"Certainly, sir."

"What I have to say may wound you."

"Not at all, sir."

"Well, then, I have been having a chat with Mr. Fink-Nottle, and
he has been telling me about this Mephistopheles scheme of
yours."

"Yes, sir?"

"Now let me get it straight. If I follow your reasoning
correctly, you think that, stimulated by being upholstered
throughout in scarlet tights, Mr. Fink-Nottle, on encountering the
adored object, will vibrate his tail and generally let himself go
with a whoop."

"I am of opinion that he will lose much of his normal
diffidence, sir."

"I don't agree with you, Jeeves."

"No, sir?"

"No. In fact, not to put too fine a point upon it, I consider
that of all the dashed silly, drivelling ideas I ever heard in my
puff this is the most blithering and futile. It won't work. Not a
chance. All you have done is to subject Mr. Fink-Nottle to the
nameless horrors of a fancy-dress ball for nothing. And this is not
the first time this sort of thing has happened. To be quite candid,
Jeeves, I have frequently noticed before now a tendency or
disposition on your part to become—what's the word?"

"I could not say, sir."

"Eloquent? No, it's not eloquent. Elusive? No, it's not elusive.
It's on the tip of my tongue. Begins with an 'e' and means being a
jolly sight too clever."

"Elaborate, sir?"

"That is the exact word I was after. Too elaborate, Jeeves—that
is what you are frequently prone to become. Your methods are not
simple, not straightforward. You cloud the issue with a lot of
fancy stuff that is not of the essence. All that Gussie needs is
the elder-brotherly advice of a seasoned man of the world. So what
I suggest is that from now onward you leave this case to me."

"Very good, sir."

"You lay off and devote yourself to your duties about the
home."

"Very good, sir."

"I shall no doubt think of something quite simple and
straightforward yet perfectly effective ere long. I will make a
point of seeing Gussie tomorrow."

"Very good, sir."

"Right ho, Jeeves."

But on the morrow all those telegrams started coming in, and I
confess that for twenty-four hours I didn't give the poor chap a
thought, having problems of my own to contend with.










Chapter 17

 


"And yet, Jeeves," I said, twiddling a thoughtful steering
wheel, "there is always the bright side."

Some twenty minutes had elapsed, and having picked the honest
fellow up outside the front door, I was driving in the two-seater
to the picturesque town of Market Snodsbury. Since we had parted—he
to go to his lair and fetch his hat, I to remain in my room and
complete the formal costume—I had been doing some close
thinking.

The results of this I now proceeded to hand on to him.

"However dark the prospect may be, Jeeves, however murkily the
storm clouds may seem to gather, a keen eye can usually discern the
blue bird. It is bad, no doubt, that Gussie should be going, some
ten minutes from now, to distribute prizes in a state of advanced
intoxication, but we must never forget that these things cut both
ways."

"You imply, sir——"

"Precisely. I am thinking of him in his capacity of wooer. All
this ought to have put him in rare shape for offering his hand in
marriage. I shall be vastly surprised if it won't turn him into a
sort of caveman. Have you ever seen James Cagney in the
movies?"

"Yes, sir."

"Something on those lines."

I heard him cough, and sniped him with a sideways glance. He was
wearing that informative look of his.

"Then you have not heard, sir?"

"Eh?"

"You are not aware that a marriage has been arranged and will
shortly take place between Mr. Fink-Nottle and Miss Bassett?"

"What?"

"Yes, sir."

"When did this happen?"

"Shortly after Mr. Fink-Nottle had left your room, sir."

"Ah! In the post-orange-juice era?"

"Yes, sir."

"But are you sure of your facts? How do you know?"

"My informant was Mr. Fink-Nottle himself, sir. He appeared
anxious to confide in me. His story was somewhat incoherent, but I
had no difficulty in apprehending its substance. Prefacing his
remarks with the statement that this was a beautiful world, he
laughed heartily and said that he had become formally engaged."

"No details?"

"No, sir."

"But one can picture the scene."

"Yes, sir."

"I mean, imagination doesn't boggle."

"No, sir."

And it didn't. I could see exactly what must have happened.
Insert a liberal dose of mixed spirits in a normally abstemious
man, and he becomes a force. He does not stand around, twiddling
his fingers and stammering. He acts. I had no doubt that Gussie
must have reached for the Bassett and clasped her to him like a
stevedore handling a sack of coals. And one could readily envisage
the effect of that sort of thing on a girl of romantic mind.

"Well, well, well, Jeeves."

"Yes, sir."

"This is splendid news."

"Yes, sir."

"You see now how right I was."

"Yes, sir."

"It must have been rather an eye-opener for you, watching me
handle this case."

"Yes, sir."

"The simple, direct method never fails."

"No, sir."

"Whereas the elaborate does."

"Yes, sir."

"Right ho, Jeeves."

We had arrived at the main entrance of Market Snodsbury Grammar
School. I parked the car, and went in, well content. True, the
Tuppy-Angela problem still remained unsolved and Aunt Dahlia's five
hundred quid seemed as far off as ever, but it was gratifying to
feel that good old Gussie's troubles were over, at any rate.

The Grammar School at Market Snodsbury had, I understood, been
built somewhere in the year 1416, and, as with so many of these
ancient foundations, there still seemed to brood over its Great
Hall, where the afternoon's festivities were to take place, not a
little of the fug of the centuries. It was the hottest day of the
summer, and though somebody had opened a tentative window or two,
the atmosphere remained distinctive and individual.

In this hall the youth of Market Snodsbury had been eating its
daily lunch for a matter of five hundred years, and the flavour
lingered. The air was sort of heavy and languorous, if you know
what I mean, with the scent of Young England and boiled beef and
carrots.

Aunt Dahlia, who was sitting with a bevy of the local nibs in
the second row, sighted me as I entered and waved to me to join
her, but I was too smart for that. I wedged myself in among the
standees at the back, leaning up against a chap who, from the
aroma, might have been a corn chandler or something on that order.
The essence of strategy on these occasions is to be as near the
door as possible.

The hall was gaily decorated with flags and coloured paper, and
the eye was further refreshed by the spectacle of a mixed drove of
boys, parents, and what not, the former running a good deal to
shiny faces and Eton collars, the latter stressing the black-satin
note rather when female, and looking as if their coats were too
tight, if male. And presently there was some applause—sporadic,
Jeeves has since told me it was—and I saw Gussie being steered by a
bearded bloke in a gown to a seat in the middle of the
platform.

And I confess that as I beheld him and felt that there but for
the grace of God went Bertram Wooster, a shudder ran through the
frame. It all reminded me so vividly of the time I had addressed
that girls' school.

Of course, looking at it dispassionately, you may say that for
horror and peril there is no comparison between an almost human
audience like the one before me and a mob of small girls with
pigtails down their backs, and this, I concede, is true.
Nevertheless, the spectacle was enough to make me feel like a
fellow watching a pal going over Niagara Falls in a barrel, and the
thought of what I had escaped caused everything for a moment to go
black and swim before my eyes.

When I was able to see clearly once more, I perceived that
Gussie was now seated. He had his hands on his knees, with his
elbows out at right angles, like a nigger minstrel of the old
school about to ask Mr. Bones why a chicken crosses the road, and
he was staring before him with a smile so fixed and pebble-beached
that I should have thought that anybody could have guessed that
there sat one in whom the old familiar juice was plashing up
against the back of the front teeth.

In fact, I saw Aunt Dahlia, who, having assisted at so many
hunting dinners in her time, is second to none as a judge of the
symptoms, give a start and gaze long and earnestly. And she was
just saying something to Uncle Tom on her left when the bearded
bloke stepped to the footlights and started making a speech. From
the fact that he spoke as if he had a hot potato in his mouth
without getting the raspberry from the lads in the ringside seats,
I deduced that he must be the head master.

With his arrival in the spotlight, a sort of perspiring
resignation seemed to settle on the audience. Personally, I
snuggled up against the chandler and let my attention wander. The
speech was on the subject of the doings of the school during the
past term, and this part of a prize-giving is always apt rather to
fail to grip the visiting stranger. I mean, you know how it is.
You're told that J.B. Brewster has won an Exhibition for Classics
at Cat's, Cambridge, and you feel that it's one of those stories
where you can't see how funny it is unless you really know the
fellow. And the same applies to G. Bullett being awarded the Lady
Jane Wix Scholarship at the Birmingham College of Veterinary
Science.

In fact, I and the corn chandler, who was looking a bit fagged I
thought, as if he had had a hard morning chandling the corn, were
beginning to doze lightly when things suddenly brisked up, bringing
Gussie into the picture for the first time.

"Today," said the bearded bloke, "we are all happy to welcome as
the guest of the afternoon Mr. Fitz-Wattle——"

At the beginning of the address, Gussie had subsided into a sort
of daydream, with his mouth hanging open. About half-way through,
faint signs of life had begun to show. And for the last few minutes
he had been trying to cross one leg over the other and failing and
having another shot and failing again. But only now did he exhibit
any real animation. He sat up with a jerk.

"Fink-Nottle," he said, opening his eyes.

"Fitz-Nottle."

"Fink-Nottle."

"I should say Fink-Nottle."

"Of course you should, you silly ass," said Gussie genially.
"All right, get on with it."

And closing his eyes, he began trying to cross his legs
again.

I could see that this little spot of friction had rattled the
bearded bloke a bit. He stood for a moment fumbling at the fungus
with a hesitating hand. But they make these head masters of tough
stuff. The weakness passed. He came back nicely and carried on.

"We are all happy, I say, to welcome as the guest of the
afternoon Mr. Fink-Nottle, who has kindly consented to award the
prizes. This task, as you know, is one that should have devolved
upon that well-beloved and vigorous member of our board of
governors, the Rev. William Plomer, and we are all, I am sure, very
sorry that illness at the last moment should have prevented him
from being here today. But, if I may borrow a familiar metaphor
from the—if I may employ a homely metaphor familiar to you all—what
we lose on the swings we gain on the roundabouts."

He paused, and beamed rather freely, to show that this was
comedy. I could have told the man it was no use. Not a ripple. The
corn chandler leaned against me and muttered "Whoddidesay?" but
that was all.

It's always a nasty jar to wait for the laugh and find that the
gag hasn't got across. The bearded bloke was visibly discomposed.
At that, however, I think he would have got by, had he not, at this
juncture, unfortunately stirred Gussie up again.

"In other words, though deprived of Mr. Plomer, we have with us
this afternoon Mr. Fink-Nottle. I am sure that Mr. Fink-Nottle's
name is one that needs no introduction to you. It is, I venture to
assert, a name that is familiar to us all."

"Not to you," said Gussie.

And the next moment I saw what Jeeves had meant when he had
described him as laughing heartily. "Heartily" was absolutely the
mot juste. It sounded like a gas explosion.

"You didn't seem to know it so dashed well, what, what?" said
Gussie. And, reminded apparently by the word "what" of the word
"Wattle," he repeated the latter some sixteen times with a rising
inflection.

"Wattle, Wattle, Wattle," he concluded. "Right-ho. Push on."

But the bearded bloke had shot his bolt. He stood there, licked
at last; and, watching him closely, I could see that he was now at
the crossroads. I could spot what he was thinking as clearly as if
he had confided it to my personal ear. He wanted to sit down and
call it a day, I mean, but the thought that gave him pause was
that, if he did, he must then either uncork Gussie or take the
Fink-Nottle speech as read and get straight on to the actual
prize-giving.

It was a dashed tricky thing, of course, to have to decide on
the spur of the moment. I was reading in the paper the other day
about those birds who are trying to split the atom, the nub being
that they haven't the foggiest as to what will happen if they do.
It may be all right. On the other hand, it may not be all right.
And pretty silly a chap would feel, no doubt, if, having split the
atom, he suddenly found the house going up in smoke and himself
torn limb from limb.

So with the bearded bloke. Whether he was abreast of the inside
facts in Gussie's case, I don't know, but it was obvious to him by
this time that he had run into something pretty hot. Trial gallops
had shown that Gussie had his own way of doing things. Those
interruptions had been enough to prove to the perspicacious that
here, seated on the platform at the big binge of the season, was
one who, if pushed forward to make a speech, might let himself go
in a rather epoch-making manner.

On the other hand, chain him up and put a green-baize cloth over
him, and where were you? The proceeding would be over about half an
hour too soon.

It was, as I say, a difficult problem to have to solve, and,
left to himself, I don't know what conclusion he would have come
to. Personally, I think he would have played it safe. As it
happened, however, the thing was taken out of his hands, for at
this moment, Gussie, having stretched his arms and yawned a bit,
switched on that pebble-beached smile again and tacked down to the
edge of the platform.

"Speech," he said affably.

He then stood with his thumbs in the armholes of his waistcoat,
waiting for the applause to die down.

It was some time before this happened, for he had got a very
fine hand indeed. I suppose it wasn't often that the boys of Market
Snodsbury Grammar School came across a man public-spirited enough
to call their head master a silly ass, and they showed their
appreciation in no uncertain manner. Gussie may have been one over
the eight, but as far as the majority of those present were
concerned he was sitting on top of the world.

"Boys," said Gussie, "I mean ladies and gentlemen and boys, I do
not detain you long, but I suppose on this occasion to feel
compelled to say a few auspicious words; Ladies—and boys and
gentlemen—we have all listened with interest to the remarks of our
friend here who forgot to shave this morning—I don't know his name,
but then he didn't know mine—Fitz-Wattle, I mean, absolutely
absurd—which squares things up a bit—and we are all sorry that the
Reverend What-ever-he-was-called should be dying of adenoids, but
after all, here today, gone tomorrow, and all flesh is as grass,
and what not, but that wasn't what I wanted to say. What I wanted
to say was this—and I say it confidently—without fear of
contradiction—I say, in short, I am happy to be here on this
auspicious occasion and I take much pleasure in kindly awarding the
prizes, consisting of the handsome books you see laid out on that
table. As Shakespeare says, there are sermons in books, stones in
the running brooks, or, rather, the other way about, and there you
have it in a nutshell."

It went well, and I wasn't surprised. I couldn't quite follow
some of it, but anybody could see that it was real ripe stuff, and
I was amazed that even the course of treatment he had been taking
could have rendered so normally tongue-tied a dumb brick as Gussie
capable of it.

It just shows, what any member of Parliament will tell you, that
if you want real oratory, the preliminary noggin is essential.
Unless pie-eyed, you cannot hope to grip.

"Gentlemen," said Gussie, "I mean ladies and gentlemen and, of
course, boys, what a beautiful world this is. A beautiful world,
full of happiness on every side. Let me tell you a little story.
Two Irishmen, Pat and Mike, were walking along Broadway, and one
said to the other, 'Begorrah, the race is not always to the swift,'
and the other replied, 'Faith and begob, education is a drawing
out, not a putting in.'"

I must say it seemed to me the rottenest story I had ever heard,
and I was surprised that Jeeves should have considered it worth
while shoving into a speech. However, when I taxed him with this
later, he said that Gussie had altered the plot a good deal, and I
dare say that accounts for it.

At any rate, that was the conte as Gussie told it, and
when I say that it got a very fair laugh, you will understand what
a popular favourite he had become with the multitude. There might
be a bearded bloke or so on the platform and a small section in the
second row who were wishing the speaker would conclude his remarks
and resume his seat, but the audience as a whole was for him
solidly.

There was applause, and a voice cried: "Hear, hear!"

"Yes," said Gussie, "it is a beautiful world. The sky is blue,
the birds are singing, there is optimism everywhere. And why not,
boys and ladies and gentlemen? I'm happy, you're happy, we're all
happy, even the meanest Irishman that walks along Broadway. Though,
as I say, there were two of them—Pat and Mike, one drawing out, the
other putting in. I should like you boys, taking the time from me,
to give three cheers for this beautiful world. All together
now."

Presently the dust settled down and the plaster stopped falling
from the ceiling, and he went on.

"People who say it isn't a beautiful world don't know what they
are talking about. Driving here in the car today to award the kind
prizes, I was reluctantly compelled to tick off my host on this
very point. Old Tom Travers. You will see him sitting there in the
second row next to the large lady in beige."

He pointed helpfully, and the hundred or so Market
Snods-buryians who craned their necks in the direction indicated
were able to observe Uncle Tom blushing prettily.

"I ticked him off properly, the poor fish. He expressed the
opinion that the world was in a deplorable state. I said, 'Don't
talk rot, old Tom Travers.' 'I am not accustomed to talk rot,' he
said. 'Then, for a beginner,' I said, 'you do it dashed well.' And
I think you will admit, boys and ladies and gentlemen, that that
was telling him."

The audience seemed to agree with him. The point went big. The
voice that had said, "Hear, hear" said "Hear, hear" again, and my
corn chandler hammered the floor vigorously with a large-size
walking stick.

"Well, boys," resumed Gussie, having shot his cuffs and smirked
horribly, "this is the end of the summer term, and many of you, no
doubt, are leaving the school. And I don't blame you, because
there's a froust in here you could cut with a knife. You are going
out into the great world. Soon many of you will be walking along
Broadway. And what I want to impress upon you is that, however much
you may suffer from adenoids, you must all use every effort to
prevent yourselves becoming pessimists and talking rot like old Tom
Travers. There in the second row. The fellow with a face rather
like a walnut."

He paused to allow those wishing to do so to refresh themselves
with another look at Uncle Tom, and I found myself musing in some
little perplexity. Long association with the members of the Drones
has put me pretty well in touch with the various ways in which an
overdose of the blushful Hippocrene can take the individual, but I
had never seen anyone react quite as Gussie was doing.

There was a snap about his work which I had never witnessed
before, even in Barmy Fotheringay-Phipps on New Year's Eve.

Jeeves, when I discussed the matter with him later, said it was
something to do with inhibitions, if I caught the word correctly,
and the suppression of, I think he said, the ego. What he meant, I
gathered, was that, owing to the fact that Gussie had just
completed a five years' stretch of blameless seclusion among the
newts, all the goofiness which ought to have been spread out thin
over those five years and had been bottled up during that period
came to the surface on this occasion in a lump—or, if you prefer to
put it that way, like a tidal wave.

There may be something in this. Jeeves generally knows.

Anyway, be that as it may, I was dashed glad I had had the
shrewdness to keep out of that second row. It might be unworthy of
the prestige of a Wooster to squash in among the proletariat in the
standing-room-only section, but at least, I felt, I was out of the
danger zone. So thoroughly had Gussie got it up his nose by now
that it seemed to me that had he sighted me he might have become
personal about even an old school friend.

"If there's one thing in the world I can't stand," proceeded
Gussie, "it's a pessimist. Be optimists, boys. You all know the
difference between an optimist and a pessimist. An optimist is a
man who—well, take the case of two Irishmen walking along Broadway.
One is an optimist and one is a pessimist, just as one's name is
Pat and the other's Mike… . Why, hullo, Bertie; I didn't know you
were here."

Too late, I endeavoured to go to earth behind the chandler, only
to discover that there was no chandler there. Some appointment,
suddenly remembered—possibly a promise to his wife that he would be
home to tea—had caused him to ooze away while my attention was
elsewhere, leaving me right out in the open.

Between me and Gussie, who was now pointing in an offensive
manner, there was nothing but a sea of interested faces looking up
at me.

"Now, there," boomed Gussie, continuing to point, "is an
instance of what I mean. Boys and ladies and gentlemen, take a good
look at that object standing up there at the back—morning coat,
trousers as worn, quiet grey tie, and carnation in buttonhole—you
can't miss him. Bertie Wooster, that is, and as foul a pessimist as
ever bit a tiger. I tell you I despise that man. And why do I
despise him? Because, boys and ladies and gentlemen, he is a
pessimist. His attitude is defeatist. When I told him I was going
to address you this afternoon, he tried to dissuade me. And do you
know why he tried to dissuade me? Because he said my trousers would
split up the back."

The cheers that greeted this were the loudest yet. Anything
about splitting trousers went straight to the simple hearts of the
young scholars of Market Snodsbury Grammar School. Two in the row
in front of me turned purple, and a small lad with freckles seated
beside them asked me for my autograph.

"Let me tell you a story about Bertie Wooster."

A Wooster can stand a good deal, but he cannot stand having his
name bandied in a public place. Picking my feet up softly, I was in
the very process of executing a quiet sneak for the door, when I
perceived that the bearded bloke had at last decided to apply the
closure.

Why he hadn't done so before is beyond me. Spell-bound, I take
it. And, of course, when a chap is going like a breeze with the
public, as Gussie had been, it's not so dashed easy to chip in.
However, the prospect of hearing another of Gussie's anecdotes
seemed to have done the trick. Rising rather as I had risen from my
bench at the beginning of that painful scene with Tuppy in the
twilight, he made a leap for the table, snatched up a book and came
bearing down on the speaker.

He touched Gussie on the arm, and Gussie, turning sharply and
seeing a large bloke with a beard apparently about to bean him with
a book, sprang back in an attitude of self-defence.

"Perhaps, as time is getting on, Mr. Fink-Nottle, we had
better——"

"Oh, ah," said Gussie, getting the trend. He relaxed. "The
prizes, eh? Of course, yes. Right-ho. Yes, might as well be shoving
along with it. What's this one?"

"Spelling and dictation—P.K. Purvis," announced the bearded
bloke.

"Spelling and dictation—P.K. Purvis," echoed Gussie, as if he
were calling coals. "Forward, P.K. Purvis."

Now that the whistle had been blown on his speech, it seemed to
me that there was no longer any need for the strategic retreat
which I had been planning. I had no wish to tear myself away unless
I had to. I mean, I had told Jeeves that this binge would be
fraught with interest, and it was fraught with interest. There was
a fascination about Gussie's methods which gripped and made one
reluctant to pass the thing up provided personal innuendoes were
steered clear of. I decided, accordingly, to remain, and presently
there was a musical squeaking and P.K. Purvis climbed the
platform.

The spelling-and-dictation champ was about three foot six in his
squeaking shoes, with a pink face and sandy hair. Gussie patted his
hair. He seemed to have taken an immediate fancy to the lad.

"You P.K. Purvis?"

"Sir, yes, sir."

"It's a beautiful world, P.K. Purvis."

"Sir, yes, sir."

"Ah, you've noticed it, have you? Good. You married, by any
chance?"

"Sir, no, sir."

"Get married, P.K. Purvis," said Gussie earnestly. "It's the
only life … Well, here's your book. Looks rather bilge to me
from a glance at the title page, but, such as it is, here you
are."

P.K. Purvis squeaked off amidst sporadic applause, but one could
not fail to note that the sporadic was followed by a rather
strained silence. It was evident that Gussie was striking something
of a new note in Market Snodsbury scholastic circles. Looks were
exchanged between parent and parent. The bearded bloke had the air
of one who has drained the bitter cup. As for Aunt Dahlia, her
demeanour now told only too clearly that her last doubts had been
resolved and her verdict was in. I saw her whisper to the Bassett,
who sat on her right, and the Bassett nodded sadly and looked like
a fairy about to shed a tear and add another star to the Milky
Way.

Gussie, after the departure of P.K. Purvis, had fallen into a
sort of daydream and was standing with his mouth open and his hands
in his pockets. Becoming abruptly aware that a fat kid in
knickerbockers was at his elbow, he started violently.

"Hullo!" he said, visibly shaken. "Who are you?"

"This," said the bearded bloke, "is R.V. Smethurst."

"What's he doing here?" asked Gussie suspiciously.

"You are presenting him with the drawing prize, Mr.
Fink-Nottle."

This apparently struck Gussie as a reasonable explanation. His
face cleared.

"That's right, too," he said… . "Well, here it is, cocky. You
off?" he said, as the kid prepared to withdraw.

"Sir, yes, sir."

"Wait, R.V. Smethurst. Not so fast. Before you go, there is a
question I wish to ask you."

But the beard bloke's aim now seemed to be to rush the
ceremonies a bit. He hustled R.V. Smethurst off stage rather like a
chucker-out in a pub regretfully ejecting an old and respected
customer, and starting paging G.G. Simmons. A moment later the
latter was up and coming, and conceive my emotion when it was
announced that the subject on which he had clicked was Scripture
knowledge. One of us, I mean to say.

G.G. Simmons was an unpleasant, perky-looking stripling, mostly
front teeth and spectacles, but I gave him a big hand. We
Scripture-knowledge sharks stick together.

Gussie, I was sorry to see, didn't like him. There was in his
manner, as he regarded G.G. Simmons, none of the chumminess which
had marked it during his interview with P.K. Purvis or, in a
somewhat lesser degree, with R.V. Smethurst. He was cold and
distant.

"Well, G.G. Simmons."

"Sir, yes, sir."

"What do you mean—sir, yes, sir? Dashed silly thing to say. So
you've won the Scripture-knowledge prize, have you?"

"Sir, yes, sir."

"Yes," said Gussie, "you look just the sort of little tick who
would. And yet," he said, pausing and eyeing the child keenly, "how
are we to know that this has all been open and above board? Let me
test you, G.G. Simmons. What was What's-His-Name—the chap who begat
Thingummy? Can you answer me that, Simmons?"

"Sir, no, sir."

Gussie turned to the bearded bloke.

"Fishy," he said. "Very fishy. This boy appears to be totally
lacking in Scripture knowledge."

The bearded bloke passed a hand across his forehead.

"I can assure you, Mr. Fink-Nottle, that every care was taken to
ensure a correct marking and that Simmons outdistanced his
competitors by a wide margin."

"Well, if you say so," said Gussie doubtfully. "All right, G.G.
Simmons, take your prize."

"Sir, thank you, sir."

"But let me tell you that there's nothing to stick on side about
in winning a prize for Scripture knowledge. Bertie Wooster——"

I don't know when I've had a nastier shock. I had been going on
the assumption that, now that they had stopped him making his
speech, Gussie's fangs had been drawn, as you might say. To duck my
head down and resume my edging toward the door was with me the work
of a moment.

"Bertie Wooster won the Scripture-knowledge prize at a kids'
school we were at together, and you know what he's like. But, of
course, Bertie frankly cheated. He succeeded in scrounging that
Scripture-knowledge trophy over the heads of better men by means of
some of the rawest and most brazen swindling methods ever witnessed
even at a school where such things were common. If that man's
pockets, as he entered the examination-room, were not stuffed to
bursting-point with lists of the kings of Judah——"

I heard no more. A moment later I was out in God's air, fumbling
with a fevered foot at the self-starter of the old car.

The engine raced. The clutch slid into position. I tooted and
drove off.

My ganglions were still vibrating as I ran the car into the
stables of Brinkley Court, and it was a much shaken Bertram who
tottered up to his room to change into something loose. Having
donned flannels, I lay down on the bed for a bit, and I suppose I
must have dozed off, for the next thing I remember is finding
Jeeves at my side.

I sat up. "My tea, Jeeves?"

"No, sir. It is nearly dinner-time."

The mists cleared away.

"I must have been asleep."

"Yes, sir."

"Nature taking its toll of the exhausted frame."

"Yes, sir."

"And enough to make it."

"Yes, sir."

"And now it's nearly dinner-time, you say? All right. I am in no
mood for dinner, but I suppose you had better lay out the
clothes."

"It will not be necessary, sir. The company will not be dressing
tonight. A cold collation has been set out in the dining-room."

"Why's that?"

"It was Mrs. Travers's wish that this should be done in order to
minimize the work for the staff, who are attending a dance at Sir
Percival Stretchley-Budd's residence tonight."

"Of course, yes. I remember. My Cousin Angela told me. Tonight's
the night, what? You going, Jeeves?"

"No, sir. I am not very fond of this form of entertainment in
the rural districts, sir."

"I know what you mean. These country binges are all the same. A
piano, one fiddle, and a floor like sandpaper. Is Anatole going?
Angela hinted not."

"Miss Angela was correct, sir. Monsieur Anatole is in bed."

"Temperamental blighters, these Frenchmen."

"Yes, sir."

There was a pause.

"Well, Jeeves," I said, "it was certainly one of those
afternoons, what?"

"Yes, sir."

"I cannot recall one more packed with incident. And I left
before the finish."

"Yes, sir. I observed your departure."

"You couldn't blame me for withdrawing."

"No, sir. Mr. Fink-Nottle had undoubtedly become embarrassingly
personal."

"Was there much more of it after I went?"

"No, sir. The proceedings terminated very shortly. Mr.
Fink-Nottle's remarks with reference to Master G.G. Simmons brought
about an early closure."

"But he had finished his remarks about G.G. Simmons."

"Only temporarily, sir. He resumed them immediately after your
departure. If you recollect, sir, he had already proclaimed himself
suspicious of Master Simmons's bona fides, and he now proceeded to
deliver a violent verbal attack upon the young gentleman, asserting
that it was impossible for him to have won the Scripture-knowledge
prize without systematic cheating on an impressive scale. He went
so far as to suggest that Master Simmons was well known to the
police."

"Golly, Jeeves!"

"Yes, sir. The words did create a considerable sensation. The
reaction of those present to this accusation I should describe as
mixed. The young students appeared pleased and applauded
vigorously, but Master Simmons's mother rose from her seat and
addressed Mr. Fink-Nottle in terms of strong protest."

"Did Gussie seem taken aback? Did he recede from his
position?"

"No, sir. He said that he could see it all now, and hinted at a
guilty liaison between Master Simmons's mother and the head master,
accusing the latter of having cooked the marks, as his expression
was, in order to gain favour with the former."

"You don't mean that?"

"Yes, sir."

"Egad, Jeeves! And then——"

"They sang the national anthem, sir."

"Surely not?"

"Yes, sir."

"At a moment like that?"

"Yes, sir."

"Well, you were there and you know, of course, but I should have
thought the last thing Gussie and this woman would have done in the
circs. would have been to start singing duets."

"You misunderstand me, sir. It was the entire company who sang.
The head master turned to the organist and said something to him in
a low tone. Upon which the latter began to play the national
anthem, and the proceedings terminated."

"I see. About time, too."

"Yes, sir. Mrs. Simmons's attitude had become unquestionably
menacing."

I pondered. What I had heard was, of course, of a nature to
excite pity and terror, not to mention alarm and despondency, and
it would be paltering with the truth to say that I was pleased
about it. On the other hand, it was all over now, and it seemed to
me that the thing to do was not to mourn over the past but to fix
the mind on the bright future. I mean to say, Gussie might have
lowered the existing Worcestershire record for goofiness and
definitely forfeited all chance of becoming Market Snodsbury's
favourite son, but you couldn't get away from the fact that he had
proposed to Madeline Bassett, and you had to admit that she had
accepted him.

I put this to Jeeves.

"A frightful exhibition," I said, "and one which will very
possibly ring down history's pages. But we must not forget, Jeeves,
that Gussie, though now doubtless looked upon in the neighbourhood
as the world's worst freak, is all right otherwise."

"No, sir."

I did not get quite this.

"When you say 'No, sir,' do you mean 'Yes, sir'?"

"No, sir. I mean 'No, sir.'"

"He is not all right otherwise?"

"No, sir."

"But he's betrothed."

"No longer, sir. Miss Bassett has severed the engagement."

"You don't mean that?"

"Yes, sir."

I wonder if you have noticed a rather peculiar thing about this
chronicle. I allude to the fact that at one time or another
practically everybody playing a part in it has had occasion to bury
his or her face in his or her hands. I have participated in some
pretty glutinous affairs in my time, but I think that never before
or since have I been mixed up with such a solid body of brow
clutchers.

Uncle Tom did it, if you remember. So did Gussie. So did Tuppy.
So, probably, though I have no data, did Anatole, and I wouldn't
put it past the Bassett. And Aunt Dahlia, I have no doubt, would
have done it, too, but for the risk of disarranging the carefully
fixed coiffure.

Well, what I am trying to say is that at this juncture I did it
myself. Up went the hands and down went the head, and in another
jiffy I was clutching as energetically as the best of them.

And it was while I was still massaging the coconut and wondering
what the next move was that something barged up against the door
like the delivery of a ton of coals.

"I think this may very possibly be Mr. Fink-Nottle himself,
sir," said Jeeves.

His intuition, however, had led him astray. It was not Gussie
but Tuppy. He came in and stood breathing asthmatically. It was
plain that he was deeply stirred.










Chapter 10

 


How different it all would have been, I could not but reflect,
if this girl had been the sort of girl one chirrups cheerily to
over the telephone and takes for spins in the old two-seater. In
that case, I would simply have said, "Listen," and she would have
said, "What?" and I would have said, "You know Gussie Fink-Nottle,"
and she would have said, "Yes," and I would have said, "He loves
you," and she would have said either, "What, that mutt? Well, thank
heaven for one good laugh today," or else, in more passionate vein,
"Hot dog! Tell me more."

I mean to say, in either event the whole thing over and done
with in under a minute.

But with the Bassett something less snappy and a good deal more
glutinous was obviously indicated. What with all this
daylight-saving stuff, we had hit the great open spaces at a moment
when twilight had not yet begun to cheese it in favour of the
shades of night. There was a fag-end of sunset still functioning.
Stars were beginning to peep out, bats were fooling round, the
garden was full of the aroma of those niffy white flowers which
only start to put in their heavy work at the end of the day—in
short, the glimmering landscape was fading on the sight and all the
air held a solemn stillness, and it was plain that this was having
the worst effect on her. Her eyes were enlarged, and her whole map
a good deal too suggestive of the soul's awakening for comfort.

Her aspect was that of a girl who was expecting something fairly
fruity from Bertram.

In these circs., conversation inevitably flagged a bit. I am
never at my best when the situation seems to call for a certain
soupiness, and I've heard other members of the Drones say the same
thing about themselves. I remember Pongo Twistleton telling me that
he was out in a gondola with a girl by moonlight once, and the only
time he spoke was to tell her that old story about the chap who was
so good at swimming that they made him a traffic cop in Venice.

Fell rather flat, he assured me, and it wasn't much later when
the girl said she thought it was getting a little chilly and how
about pushing back to the hotel.

So now, as I say, the talk rather hung fire. It had been all
very well for me to promise Gussie that I would cut loose to this
girl about aching hearts, but you want a cue for that sort of
thing. And when, toddling along, we reached the edge of the lake
and she finally spoke, conceive my chagrin when I discovered that
what she was talking about was stars.

Not a bit of good to me.

"Oh, look," she said. She was a confirmed Oh-looker. I had
noticed this at Cannes, where she had drawn my attention in this
manner on various occasions to such diverse objects as a French
actress, a Provençal filling station, the sunset over the Estorels,
Michael Arlen, a man selling coloured spectacles, the deep velvet
blue of the Mediterranean, and the late mayor of New York in a
striped one-piece bathing suit. "Oh, look at that sweet little star
up there all by itself."

I saw the one she meant, a little chap operating in a detached
sort of way above a spinney.

"Yes," I said.

"I wonder if it feels lonely."

"Oh, I shouldn't think so."

"A fairy must have been crying."

"Eh?"

"Don't you remember? 'Every time a fairy sheds a tear, a wee bit
star is born in the Milky Way.' Have you ever thought that, Mr.
Wooster?"

I never had. Most improbable, I considered, and it didn't seem
to me to check up with her statement that the stars were God's
daisy chain. I mean, you can't have it both ways.

However, I was in no mood to dissect and criticize. I saw that I
had been wrong in supposing that the stars were not germane to the
issue. Quite a decent cue they had provided, and I leaped on it
Promptly: "Talking of shedding tears——"

But she was now on the subject of rabbits, several of which were
messing about in the park to our right.

"Oh, look. The little bunnies!"

"Talking of shedding tears——"

"Don't you love this time of the evening, Mr. Wooster, when the
sun has gone to bed and all the bunnies come out to have their
little suppers? When I was a child, I used to think that rabbits
were gnomes, and that if I held my breath and stayed quite still, I
should see the fairy queen."

Indicating with a reserved gesture that this was just the sort
of loony thing I should have expected her to think as a child, I
returned to the point.

"Talking of shedding tears," I said firmly, "it may interest you
to know that there is an aching heart in Brinkley Court."

This held her. She cheesed the rabbit theme. Her face, which had
been aglow with what I supposed was a pretty animation, clouded.
She unshipped a sigh that sounded like the wind going out of a
rubber duck.

"Ah, yes. Life is very sad, isn't it?"

"It is for some people. This aching heart, for instance."

"Those wistful eyes of hers! Drenched irises. And they used to
dance like elves of delight. And all through a foolish
misunderstanding about a shark. What a tragedy misunderstandings
are. That pretty romance broken and over just because Mr. Glossop
would insist that it was a flatfish."

I saw that she had got the wires crossed.

"I'm not talking about Angela."

"But her heart is aching."

"I know it's aching. But so is somebody else's."

She looked at me, perplexed.

"Somebody else? Mr. Glossop's, you mean?"

"No, I don't."

"Mrs. Travers's?"

The exquisite code of politeness of the Woosters prevented me
clipping her one on the ear-hole, but I would have given a shilling
to be able to do it. There seemed to me something deliberately
fat-headed in the way she persisted in missing the gist.

"No, not Aunt Dahlia's, either."

"I'm sure she is dreadfully upset."

"Quite. But this heart I'm talking about isn't aching because of
Tuppy's row with Angela. It's aching for a different reason
altogether. I mean to say—dash it, you know why hearts ache!"

She seemed to shimmy a bit. Her voice, when she spoke, was
whispery: "You mean—for love?"

"Absolutely. Right on the bull's-eye. For love."

"Oh, Mr. Wooster!"

"I take it you believe in love at first sight?"

"I do, indeed."

"Well, that's what happened to this aching heart. It fell in
love at first sight, and ever since it's been eating itself out, as
I believe the expression is."

There was a silence. She had turned away and was watching a duck
out on the lake. It was tucking into weeds, a thing I've never been
able to understand anyone wanting to do. Though I suppose, if you
face it squarely, they're no worse than spinach. She stood drinking
it in for a bit, and then it suddenly stood on its head and
disappeared, and this seemed to break the spell.

"Oh, Mr. Wooster!" she said again, and from the tone of her
voice, I could see that I had got her going.

"For you, I mean to say," I proceeded, starting to put in the
fancy touches. I dare say you have noticed on these occasions that
the difficulty is to plant the main idea, to get the general
outline of the thing well fixed. The rest is mere detail work. I
don't say I became glib at this juncture, but I certainly became a
dashed glibber than I had been.

"It's having the dickens of a time. Can't eat, can't sleep—all
for love of you. And what makes it all so particularly rotten is
that it—this aching heart—can't bring itself up to the scratch and
tell you the position of affairs, because your profile has gone and
given it cold feet. Just as it is about to speak, it catches sight
of you sideways, and words fail it. Silly, of course, but there it
is."

I heard her give a gulp, and I saw that her eyes had become
moistish. Drenched irises, if you care to put it that way.

"Lend you a handkerchief?"

"No, thank you. I'm quite all right."

It was more than I could say for myself. My efforts had left me
weak. I don't know if you suffer in the same way, but with me the
act of talking anything in the nature of real mashed potatoes
always induces a sort of prickly sensation and a hideous feeling of
shame, together with a marked starting of the pores.

I remember at my Aunt Agatha's place in Hertfordshire once being
put on the spot and forced to enact the role of King Edward III
saying goodbye to that girl of his, Fair Rosamund, at some sort of
pageant in aid of the Distressed Daughters of the Clergy. It
involved some rather warmish medieval dialogue, I recall, racy of
the days when they called a spade a spade, and by the time the
whistle blew, I'll bet no Daughter of the Clergy was half as
distressed as I was. Not a dry stitch.

My reaction now was very similar. It was a highly liquid Bertram
who, hearing his vis-à-vis give a couple of hiccups and
start to speak bent an attentive ear.

"Please don't say any more, Mr. Wooster."

Well, I wasn't going to, of course.

"I understand."

I was glad to hear this.

"Yes, I understand. I won't be so silly as to pretend not to
know what you mean. I suspected this at Cannes, when you used to
stand and stare at me without speaking a word, but with whole
volumes in your eyes."

If Angela's shark had bitten me in the leg, I couldn't have
leaped more convulsively. So tensely had I been concentrating on
Gussie's interests that it hadn't so much as crossed my mind that
another and an unfortunate construction could be placed on those
words of mine. The persp., already bedewing my brow, became a
regular Niagara.

My whole fate hung upon a woman's word. I mean to say, I
couldn't back out. If a girl thinks a man is proposing to her, and
on that understanding books him up, he can't explain to her that
she has got hold of entirely the wrong end of the stick and that he
hadn't the smallest intention of suggesting anything of the kind.
He must simply let it ride. And the thought of being engaged to a
girl who talked openly about fairies being born because stars blew
their noses, or whatever it was, frankly appalled me.

She was carrying on with her remarks, and as I listened I
clenched my fists till I shouldn't wonder if the knuckles didn't
stand out white under the strain. It seemed as if she would never
get to the nub.

"Yes, all through those days at Cannes I could see what you were
trying to say. A girl always knows. And then you followed me down
here, and there was that same dumb, yearning look in your eyes when
we met this evening. And then you were so insistent that I should
come out and walk with you in the twilight. And now you stammer out
those halting words. No, this does not come as a surprise. But I am
sorry——"

The word was like one of Jeeves's pick-me-ups. Just as if a
glassful of meat sauce, red pepper, and the yolk of an egg—though,
as I say, I am convinced that these are not the sole
ingredients—had been shot into me, I expanded like some lovely
flower blossoming in the sunshine. It was all right, after all. My
guardian angel had not been asleep at the switch.

"—but I am afraid it is impossible."

She paused.

"Impossible," she repeated.

I had been so busy feeling saved from the scaffold that I didn't
get on to it for a moment that an early reply was desired.

"Oh, right ho," I said hastily.

"I'm sorry."

"Quite all right."

"Sorrier than I can say."

"Don't give it another thought."

"We can still be friends."

"Oh, rather."

"Then shall we just say no more about it; keep what has happened
as a tender little secret between ourselves?"

"Absolutely."

"We will. Like something lovely and fragrant laid away in
lavender."

"In lavender—right."

There was a longish pause. She was gazing at me in a divinely
pitying sort of way, much as if I had been a snail she had happened
accidentally to bring her short French vamp down on, and I longed
to tell her that it was all right, and that Bertram, so far from
being the victim of despair, had never felt fizzier in his life.
But, of course, one can't do that sort of thing. I simply said
nothing, and stood there looking brave.

"I wish I could," she murmured.

"Could?" I said, for my attensh had been wandering.

"Feel towards you as you would like me to feel."

"Oh, ah."

"But I can't. I'm sorry."

"Absolutely O.K. Faults on both sides, no doubt."

"Because I am fond of you, Mr.—no, I think I must call you
Bertie. May I?"

"Oh, rather."

"Because we are real friends."

"Quite."

"I do like you, Bertie. And if things were different—I
wonder——"

"Eh?"

"After all, we are real friends… . We have this common memory… .
You have a right to know… . I don't want you to think——Life is such
a muddle, isn't it?"

To many men, no doubt, these broken utterances would have
appeared mere drooling and would have been dismissed as such. But
the Woosters are quicker-witted than the ordinary and can read
between the lines. I suddenly divined what it was that she was
trying to get off the chest.

"You mean there's someone else?"

She nodded.

"You're in love with some other bloke?"

She nodded.

"Engaged, what?"

This time she shook the pumpkin.

"No, not engaged."

Well, that was something, of course. Nevertheless, from the way
she spoke, it certainly looked as if poor old Gussie might as well
scratch his name off the entry list, and I didn't at all like the
prospect of having to break the bad news to him. I had studied the
man closely, and it was my conviction that this would about be his
finish.

Gussie, you see, wasn't like some of my pals—the name of Bingo
Little is one that springs to the lips—who, if turned down by a
girl, would simply say, "Well, bung-oh!" and toddle off quite
happily to find another. He was so manifestly a bird who, having
failed to score in the first chukker, would turn the thing up and
spend the rest of his life brooding over his newts and growing long
grey whiskers, like one of those chaps you read about in novels,
who live in the great white house you can just see over there
through the trees and shut themselves off from the world and have
pained faces.

"I'm afraid he doesn't care for me in that way. At least, he has
said nothing. You understand that I am only telling you this
because——"

"Oh, rather."

"It's odd that you should have asked me if I believed in love at
first sight." She half closed her eyes. "'Who ever loved that loved
not at first sight?'" she said in a rummy voice that brought back
to me—I don't know why—the picture of my Aunt Agatha, as Boadicea,
reciting at that pageant I was speaking of. "It's a silly little
story. I was staying with some friends in the country, and I had
gone for a walk with my dog, and the poor wee mite got a nasty
thorn in his little foot and I didn't know what to do. And then
suddenly this man came along——"

Harking back once again to that pageant, in sketching out for
you my emotions on that occasion, I showed you only the darker side
of the picture. There was, I should now mention, a splendid
aftermath when, having climbed out of my suit of chain mail and
sneaked off to the local pub, I entered the saloon bar and
requested mine host to start pouring. A moment later, a tankard of
their special home-brewed was in my hand, and the ecstasy of that
first gollup is still green in my memory. The recollection of the
agony through which I had passed was just what was needed to make
it perfect.

It was the same now. When I realized, listening to her words,
that she must be referring to Gussie—I mean to say, there couldn't
have been a whole platoon of men taking thorns out of her dog that
day; the animal wasn't a pin-cushion—and became aware that Gussie,
who an instant before had, to all appearances, gone so far back in
the betting as not to be worth a quotation, was the big winner
after all, a positive thrill permeated the frame and there escaped
my lips a "Wow!" so crisp and hearty that the Bassett leaped a
liberal inch and a half from terra firma.

"I beg your pardon?" she said.

I waved a jaunty hand.

"Nothing," I said. "Nothing. Just remembered there's a letter I
have to write tonight without fail. If you don't mind, I think I'll
be going in. Here," I said, "comes Gussie Fink-Nottle. He will look
after you."

And, as I spoke, Gussie came sidling out from behind a tree.

I passed away and left them to it. As regards these two,
everything was beyond a question absolutely in order. All Gussie
had to do was keep his head down and not press. Already, I felt, as
I legged it back to the house, the happy ending must have begun to
function. I mean to say, when you leave a girl and a man, each of
whom has admitted in set terms that she and he loves him and her,
in close juxtaposition in the twilight, there doesn't seem much
more to do but start pricing fish slices.

Something attempted, something done, seemed to me to have earned
two-penn'orth of wassail in the smoking-room.

I proceeded thither.










Chapter 19

 


Most chaps in my position, I imagine, would have pondered all
the rest of the evening without getting a bite, but we Woosters
have an uncanny knack of going straight to the heart of things, and
I don't suppose it was much more than ten minutes after I had
started pondering before I saw what had to be done.

What was needed to straighten matters out, I perceived, was a
heart-to- heart talk with Angela. She had caused all the trouble by
her mutton- headed behaviour in saying "Yes" instead of "No" when
Gussie, in the grip of mixed drinks and cerebral excitement, had
suggested teaming up. She must obviously be properly ticked off and
made to return him to store. A quarter of an hour later, I had
tracked her down to the summer-house in which she was taking a
cooler and was seating myself by her side.

"Angela," I said, and if my voice was stern, well, whose
wouldn't have been, "this is all perfect drivel."

She seemed to come out of a reverie. She looked at me
inquiringly.

"I'm sorry, Bertie, I didn't hear. What were you talking drivel
about?"

"I was not talking drivel."

"Oh, sorry, I thought you said you were."

"Is it likely that I would come out here in order to talk
drivel?"

"Very likely."

I thought it best to haul off and approach the matter from
another angle.

"I've just been seeing Tuppy."

"Oh?"

"And Gussie Fink-Nottle."

"Oh, yes?"

"It appears that you have gone and got engaged to the
latter."

"Quite right."

"Well, that's what I meant when I said it was all perfect
drivel. You can't possibly love a chap like Gussie."

"Why not?"

"You simply can't."

Well, I mean to say, of course she couldn't. Nobody could love a
freak like Gussie except a similar freak like the Bassett. The shot
wasn't on the board. A splendid chap, of course, in many
ways—courteous, amiable, and just the fellow to tell you what to do
till the doctor came, if you had a sick newt on your hands—but
quite obviously not of Mendelssohn's March timber. I have no doubt
that you could have flung bricks by the hour in England's most
densely populated districts without endangering the safety of a
single girl capable of becoming Mrs. Augustus Fink-Nottle without
an anaesthetic.

I put this to her, and she was forced to admit the justice of
it.

"All right, then. Perhaps I don't."

"Then what," I said keenly, "did you want to go and get engaged
to him for, you unreasonable young fathead?"

"I thought it would be fun."

"Fun!"

"And so it has been. I've had a lot of fun out of it. You should
have seen Tuppy's face when I told him."

A sudden bright light shone upon me.

"Ha! A gesture!"

"What?"

"You got engaged to Gussie just to score off Tuppy?"

"I did."

"Well, then, that was what I was saying. It was a gesture."

"Yes, I suppose you could call it that."

"And I'll tell you something else I'll call it—viz. a dashed low
trick. I'm surprised at you, young Angela."

"I don't see why."

I curled the lip about half an inch. "Being a female, you
wouldn't. You gentler sexes are like that. You pull off the rawest
stuff without a pang. You pride yourselves on it. Look at Jael, the
wife of Heber."

"Where did you ever hear of Jael, the wife of Heber?"

"Possibly you are not aware that I once won a
Scripture-knowledge prize at school?"

"Oh, yes. I remember Augustus mentioning it in his speech."

"Quite," I said, a little hurriedly. I had no wish to be
reminded of Augustus's speech. "Well, as I say, look at Jael, the
wife of Heber. Dug spikes into the guest's coconut while he was
asleep, and then went swanking about the place like a Girl Guide.
No wonder they say, 'Oh, woman, woman!'"

"Who?"

"The chaps who do. Coo, what a sex! But you aren't proposing to
keep this up, of course?"

"Keep what up?"

"This rot of being engaged to Gussie."

"I certainly am."

"Just to make Tuppy look silly."

"Do you think he looks silly?"

"I do."

"So he ought to."

I began to get the idea that I wasn't making real headway. I
remember when I won that Scripture-knowledge prize, having to go
into the facts about Balaam's ass. I can't quite recall what they
were, but I still retain a sort of general impression of something
digging its feet in and putting its ears back and refusing to
co-operate; and it seemed to me that this was what Angela was doing
now. She and Balaam's ass were, so to speak, sisters under the
skin. There's a word beginning with r——"re" something——"recal"
something—No, it's gone. But what I am driving at is that is what
this Angela was showing herself.

"Silly young geezer," I said.

She pinkened.

"I'm not a silly young geezer."

"You are a silly young geezer. And, what's more, you know
it."

"I don't know anything of the kind."

"Here you are, wrecking Tuppy's life, wrecking Gussie's life,
all for the sake of a cheap score."

"Well, it's no business of yours."

I sat on this promptly:

"No business of mine when I see two lives I used to go to school
with wrecked? Ha! Besides, you know you're potty about Tuppy."

"I'm not!"

"Is that so? If I had a quid for every time I've seen you gaze
at him with the lovelight in your eyes——"

She gazed at me, but without the lovelight.

"Oh, for goodness sake, go away and boil your head, Bertie!"

I drew myself up.

"That," I replied, with dignity, "is just what I am going to go
away and boil. At least, I mean, I shall now leave you. I have said
my say."

"Good."

"But permit me to add——"

"I won't."

"Very good," I said coldly. "In that case, tinkerty tonk."

And I meant it to sting.

"Moody" and "discouraged" were about the two adjectives you
would have selected to describe me as I left the summer-house. It
would be idle to deny that I had expected better results from this
little chat.

I was surprised at Angela. Odd how you never realize that every
girl is at heart a vicious specimen until something goes wrong with
her love affair. This cousin and I had been meeting freely since
the days when I wore sailor suits and she hadn't any front teeth,
yet only now was I beginning to get on to her hidden depths. A
simple, jolly, kindly young pimple she had always struck me as—the
sort you could more or less rely on not to hurt a fly. But here she
was now laughing heartlessly—at least, I seemed to remember hearing
her laugh heartlessly—like something cold and callous out of a
sophisticated talkie, and fairly spitting on her hands in her
determination to bring Tuppy's grey hairs in sorrow to the
grave.

I've said it before, and I'll say it again—girls are rummy. Old
Pop Kipling never said a truer word than when he made that crack
about the f. of the s. being more d. than the m.

It seemed to me in the circs. that there was but one thing to
do—that is head for the dining-room and take a slash at the cold
collation of which Jeeves had spoken. I felt in urgent need of
sustenance, for the recent interview had pulled me down a bit.
There is no gainsaying the fact that this naked-emotion stuff
reduces a chap's vitality and puts him in the vein for a good whack
at the beef and ham.

To the dining-room, accordingly, I repaired, and had barely
crossed the threshold when I perceived Aunt Dahlia at the
sideboard, tucking into salmon mayonnaise.

The spectacle drew from me a quick "Oh, ah," for I was somewhat
embarrassed. The last time this relative and I had enjoyed a
tête-à-tête, it will be remembered, she had sketched out
plans for drowning me in the kitchen-garden pond, and I was not
quite sure what my present standing with her was.

I was relieved to find her in genial mood. Nothing could have
exceeded the cordiality with which she waved her fork.

"Hallo, Bertie, you old ass," was her very matey greeting. "I
thought I shouldn't find you far away from the food. Try some of
this salmon. Excellent."

"Anatole's?" I queried.

"No. He's still in bed. But the kitchen maid has struck an
inspired streak. It suddenly seems to have come home to her that
she isn't catering for a covey of buzzards in the Sahara Desert,
and she has put out something quite fit for human consumption.
There is good in the girl, after all, and I hope she enjoys herself
at the dance."

I ladled out a portion of salmon, and we fell into pleasant
conversation, chatting of this servants' ball at the
Stretchley-Budds and speculating idly, I recall, as to what
Seppings, the butler, would look like, doing the rumba.

It was not till I had cleaned up the first platter and was
embarking on a second that the subject of Gussie came up.
Considering what had passed at Market Snodsbury that afternoon, it
was one which I had been expecting her to touch on earlier. When
she did touch on it, I could see that she had not yet been informed
of Angela's engagement.

"I say, Bertie," she said, meditatively chewing fruit salad.
"This Spink-Bottle."

"Nottle."

"Bottle," insisted the aunt firmly. "After that exhibition of
his this afternoon, Bottle, and nothing but Bottle, is how I shall
always think of him. However, what I was going to say was that, if
you see him, I wish you would tell him that he has made an old
woman very, very happy. Except for the time when the curate tripped
over a loose shoelace and fell down the pulpit steps, I don't think
I have ever had a more wonderful moment than when good old Bottle
suddenly started ticking Tom off from the platform. In fact, I
thought his whole performance in the most perfect taste."

I could not but demur.

"Those references to myself——"

"Those were what I liked next best. I thought they were fine. Is
it true that you cheated when you won that Scripture-knowledge
prize?"

"Certainly not. My victory was the outcome of the most strenuous
and unremitting efforts."

"And how about this pessimism we hear of? Are you a pessimist,
Bertie?"

I could have told her that what was occurring in this house was
rapidly making me one, but I said no, I wasn't.

"That's right. Never be a pessimist. Everything is for the best
in this best of all possible worlds. It's a long lane that has no
turning. It s always darkest before the dawn. Have patience and all
will come right. The sun will shine, although the day's a grey one…
. Try some of this salad."

I followed her advice, but even as I plied the spoon my thoughts
were elsewhere. I was perplexed. It may have been the fact that I
had recently been hobnobbing with so many bowed-down hearts that
made this cheeriness of hers seem so bizarre, but bizarre was
certainly what I found it.

"I thought you might have been a trifle peeved," I said.

"Peeved?"

"By Gussie's manoeuvres on the platform this afternoon. I
confess that I had rather expected the tapping foot and the drawn
brow."

"Nonsense. What was there to be peeved about? I took the whole
thing as a great compliment, proud to feel that any drink from my
cellars could have produced such a majestic jag. It restores one's
faith in post-war whisky. Besides, I couldn't be peeved at anything
tonight. I am like a little child clapping its hands and dancing in
the sunshine. For though it has been some time getting a move on,
Bertie, the sun has at last broken through the clouds. Ring out
those joy bells. Anatole has withdrawn his notice."

"What? Oh, very hearty congratulations."

"Thanks. Yes, I worked on him like a beaver after I got back
this afternoon, and finally, vowing he would ne'er consent, he
consented. He stays on, praises be, and the way I look at it now is
that God's in His heaven and all's right with——"

She broke off. The door had opened, and we were plus a
butler.

"Hullo, Seppings," said Aunt Dahlia. "I thought you had
gone."

"Not yet, madam."

"Well, I hope you will all have a good time."

"Thank you, madam."

"Was there something you wanted to see me about?"

"Yes, madam. It is with reference to Monsieur Anatole. Is it by
your wish, madam, that Mr. Fink-Nottle is making faces at Monsieur
Anatole through the skylight of his bedroom?"







