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Orlando had been the one to suggest Athens as a suitable place to take a summer holiday; it 

wouldn’t be as wet there as England would be in the height of summer, he argued, with an 

unusual degree of irony.  

We could take a cruise ship. Jonty nearly spilt his tea at that proposal, remembering the time 

on the Jersey ferry.  

Or we could share a nice sleeper and travel over the continent. The latter proposition seemed 

more suitable; Jonty enjoyed train journeys and had yet to get Orlando to take advantage of 

his offer to finance a nice trip in a tip-top sleeping compartment. Such potential for fun and 

games, he said. So long as the journey was smooth. 

So Greece it was, late in June, with great plans for seeing the ruins and the sort of places that 

Orlando had only dreamed of in his youth when he had read tales from Homer, before the 

lure of Mathematics had captured his heart. Summer clothes were packed—much lighter ones 

than they’d needed on Jersey and, with advice from Helena Stewart as to the best way to 

avoid sunburn noted, they arrived in Athens full of hope and expectation. 

 

*** 

 

“Twenty third of June, Orlando. Midsummer’s Eve. Tomorrow will be Midsummer night 

itself, so don’t let anyone tempt you down into the woods.” Jonty produced an appropriately 

puckish grin. 

Orlando frowned. This was obviously some literary allusion of which he wot not. “If you 

promise not to roll your eyes or harrumph at me or demonstrate any other signs of despair, I 

will let you explain exactly what you mean by that remark.” 

Jonty rolled across the bed and drew Orlando’s head down onto his strong chest. The night 

was too humid to warrant sleeping in anything else than one’s skin, however scandalous 

Orlando found that concept in a public place, which is how he thought of their hotel suite.  

“Have you never seen or read or even heard of ‘A Midsummer Night’s Dream’?”  

“Well of course I’ve heard of it. I’m not stupid.” 

“I never said that you were. Your brain is the size of a small African state. It’s just a little 

under supplied in the finer points of literature. So do you know the story within the play? And 

don’t snort.” 

“I didn’t snort,” Orlando lied. “Yes. It’s all fairies and elves.” 

“Heathen! “ Jonty reached down with his free hand and slapped the first part of Orlando he 

met, which, thank goodness for the man concerned, was nothing more delicate than his 

shoulder. “It’s about finding one’s true love, and it’s very funny. I once saw the most 

amazing Puck who got three laughs on the I go, I go... line alone.” 

“Sounds an absolute riot.” 

“If I could get a sufficient swipe at your backside, I wouldn’t half whack it one. Now shut up 

and go to sleep.”  

“Don’t want to sleep.” It was Orlando’s turn to put on a puckish grin. 

“Well, it’s too hot for anything else so you’ll have to.” Jonty slid his arm off his lover’s 

shoulders and turned over.  

They passed a hot, humid and troubled night, although none of it involved anything at all 

pleasurable.  

The next day was equally hot, but they ventured out, procuring for themselves a surfeit of 

ruins, dolmades and retsina. By the time the cool of evening began to waft in, they had their 

second wind and the thought of staying in their suite post-nap was not an enticing one.  



They found a cafe, a table in the shade of a tree, a pair of iced coffees, and watched the world 

go by.  

“What are they up to?” Jonty said, gesturing at group of what seemed to be workmen who 

were strolling along, gesturing and bellowing to each other in high humour.   

Orlando had picked up a fair amount of Latin and Greek in his time, in a mathematical 

context, but this clearly confounded him. 

The waiter, whose English was excellent, came to their rescue. “They say they will go to the 

woods to practice a performance.” 

“A performance?” Jonty sat up, as alert as a greyhound in the slips. Orlando obviously had no 

idea of the significance of what the waiter had said. “Let’s follow them. It might be 

entertaining.” 

To his astonishment, Orlando agreed without argument.  

The woods proved to be only a short distance away and the density of the foliage was quite 

unexpected. They found it hard to keep up with the group ahead of them, the oppressive air 

deadening all sound and leaving them more than a touch disoriented. It didn’t take long to 

lose the workmen altogether. A sense of unease began to arise.  

“Stay close to me Jonty.” Orlando grabbed his lover’s arm. “We need to retrace our steps and 

go home.” 

“Nonsense. There must be some sort of a glade around here for them to practice in and they’ll 

probably have lit it. If we can find it and them they can guide us back.” 

“Or we could wander around till kingdom come,” Orlando snorted. “We need to walk exactly 

in the reverse direction, and get ourselves out of here.”  

No wonder Orlando looked agitated. This wasn’t a nice calm English woodland: it was 

threatening and disturbing and anything might happen.  

Jonty smiled. “Getting a bit anxious are we, Orlando?” 

“No. No, I just feel tired, ridiculously tired in fact, and I’m yearning for my bed.” 

“Yearning for our bed, are we? Got plans?” 

“Even if I had they won’t get anywhere if last night’s anything to go by. Might as well have 

slept in the bath. Or in this glade.” He sat down. “I think I need to have a snooze before I 

even attempt to go back.  I’ll wake up with a more lucid head and then I can plan our escape 

from the labyrinth.”  

“I must admit the air is rather soporific.” Jonty had been about to make some caustic 

comments in reply to his alleged lack of interest the night before, but he didn’t have the 

strength. “We’ll take a nap together and by the time we wake it’ll be so dark that we can just 

be guided back by the haze of the lights in the sky. We might miss a path but we can’t miss a 

city.” He sat down, shut his eyes and was immediately asleep.  

“Typical,” huffed Orlando. And promptly dozed off himself.  

 

*** 

 

Orlando felt a gentle hand shaking his shoulder. Jonty no doubt, trying to make sure that he 

wasn’t late for his nine o’clock lecture. Then he remembered that he was on holiday and 

decided that it must be Jonty waking him because the breakfast gong had gone and he was 

still in his birthday suit. Then he saw that Jonty was still asleep himself—and snoring, to 

boot—which meant another person was thumping him one. 

He turned over, miffed that he was being so rudely interrupted from his doze, and was about 

to give the thumper a piece of his mind when he saw who it was. 

Mister Ainslee the publisher—Pernis apivorus himself, he of the pal who got arrested for 

murder—bearing a lantern that lit his face and made his identity unmistakable. Only he 

seemed to be en route to a fancy dress ball if the naval uniform he was wearing, one that 



appeared to date to Nelson’s day, was anything to go by. He did have a fine and handsome 

bearing in it, much more attractive than Orlando remembered. Why had he been so reluctant 

to take up Matthew’s offer that day up in the woods behind the tennis court? 

“Matthew,” Orlando laid his hand on Ainslie’s arm, noting that his dark blue eyes followed it 

hungrily as if he were bewitched. “I don’t think that I’ve had the opportunity of telling you 

how much I hold you in esteem.” 

Matthew seemed puzzled. “Mr. Coppersmith,” Orlando noted that the Doctor bit of his title 

had slipped Matthew’s memory but he didn’t mind; he’d forgive the man anything at present. 

“I’m obliged to hear that you feel I have served you well. If my performance of my duty has 

given satisfaction then I’m pleased,” 

Now it was Orlando’s turn to be puzzled. He couldn’t think of any sort of service that 

Matthew had performed him. Mind you, his brain felt distinctly befuddled and much that he 

had accepted beforehand now seemed entirely wrong. He looked at Matthew and then 

surreptitiously at the still-sleeping Jonty: how he could ever have preferred Stewart to 

Ainslee was beyond him. The former was far too short, almost muscle-bound in places, and 

he had a very annoying habit of pulling Orlando’s leg whenever it was possible, which 

seemed to be all the time. And he wasn’t even handsome, not like Matthew, who was 

gorgeous. “I’m sure that you never shirk at your duty. You strike me as being an exemplar in 

all respects. I would be immensely grateful if you would possibly let me show you the extent 

of my admiration, perhaps in a rather physical way?” 

“Mr. Coppersmith, how could you gull me so? I’ve been your first officer for so long and all 

I’ve ever had is the edge of your tongue, in spite of all my best efforts.”  

Well, that made no sense at all. “No, Matthew. I know that I got the honey buzzards thing 

wrong but I don’t understand why you’re being so heartless. I adore you.” There, he’d said it. 

It had taken him ages to admit love for the old snoring beauty, but then that was no surprise. 

He’d never really been that keen on Jonty. 

Matthew winced, as if he’d been punched in the chest. “You’ve a wife and children back in 

Plymouth. How can you suggest that you love me?” 

“Wife? I’ve never had a wife...” 

“You unutterable scrub. Charlotte may not have been a love match, but she is lawfully 

wedded to you, and mother to your offspring. It’s bad enough that you have been immune to 

my feelings all this time, but at least I had the consolation that you were rightfully hers and 

would not look at a man as you looked at your wife. For you to pretend that you have feelings 

for me after I have hidden mine so long...it’s too bloody cruel.” Matthew backed away, 

turned and rushed off into the trees. 

“Matthew. I love you!” Orlando leapt to his feet, following Matthew into the darkness, 

suddenly more afraid of losing his new love than losing his bearings. 

The noise roused Jonty from a deep and delightful slumber. “Orlando? Orlando?”  

He could see very little by the starlight and while he was not yet panicking, that wasn’t far 

away. A faint light among the trees grew brighter and more distinct, lighting up the tiny glade 

and proving that his lover really was not at his side. “Dr. Coppersmith, is that you?” 

“No, it’s not Coppersmith.” A handsome man in a shockingly scarlet coat, just like that of an 

old fashioned soldier, appeared carrying a light. He seemed familiar. And utterly dazzling. 

“I’m sorry, do I know you?” 

“Mr. Stewart, do you forget your friends so easily? I’ll not ask you to refer to me as Captain 

Harding, this time. James will do.” His smile had a distinctly lascivious note.  

A chord struck in Jonty’s brain. Jimmy Harding. An old colleague. A dim and distant relative 

of “The Toerag” as Mrs Stewart still referred to him, even though it was years after the 

unfortunate incident at the ball involving liberties and an arras. “Jimmy?” 



“So you’ve remembered at last? Nothing wrong with your body even if you memory failed 

you for a moment; you look in the peak of health.” 

Jonty thought Jimmy looked the same. It was just a shame that there wasn’t an arras handy so 

that perhaps a few liberties might be essayed on both sides. He really was a lovely lad, this 

sprig, much more handsome than Orlando, who really was nothing to write home about. 

Orlando was lanky—some would say scrawny—with an annoying habit of sawing his hands 

up and down when agitated; Jonty began to wonder what he had ever seen in the man. He 

rose to his feet, a bit unsteadily, which allowed Jimmy to take hold of his arm. 

“Are you feeling quite yourself?” 

“Just a bit groggy from my sleep. Apart from that, never better.” 

Jimmy laughed heartily. “I should say so.” He took a swipe at Jonty’s rump, landing a 

particularly satisfying whack. “Strapping specimen of manhood.” 

Jonty grinned. This was how a chap should address his paramour or any other bloke he 

wanted to chat up. Not employing insipid lines like I’ve been reading a book, Dr. Stewart, or 

would it be at all feasible to have the possibility of perhaps essaying a small kiss to your 

cheek? Stuff and nonsense. “You’re pretty magnificent yourself, old cock.” 

Jimmy doffed his hat. “Shame you weren’t quite so forthcoming that night I came down to 

your berth on ship on Imperious. You definitely gave a chap the cold shoulder then.” 

Jonty was at a loss to know what this paragon of pulchritude was referring to with his coming 

down to your berth. The Imperious sounded like one of those new breed of liners that were 

crossing the Atlantic, but he couldn’t recall being on that or any other vessel with a member 

of this family. Mama was most particular about discouraging social interactions with them. 

“That was wrong of me. I should have jumped at whatever opportunity presented itself.” 

“Perhaps it was Mr. Coppersmith being asleep in the next cabin. You vowed that you could 

do nothing to sully your beautiful friendship with him.” 

“Oh, well that explains it entirely. Old misery pants is a distinctly inhibiting influence 

whenever a bit of fun is in the offing.” Jonty smiled in delight. “You will note that he’s not 

here at present.” 

Jimmy leaned closer. “I saw that for myself. As Lord Nelson might say, there’s not a moment 

to lose.” 

Jonty knew who Lord Nelson was, and the chap was renowned for his wisdom... 

 

*** 

 

Orlando sat down with a bump. His feet were sore, his head spun and he had lost his 

paramour. Hours it felt like that he’d been pursuing Ainslee through the woods, calling his 

name and pleading with him to come and be kissed. The only reply had been a few choice 

and unrepeatable words. Orlando had seen the lantern and followed it time and again: at least, 

he assumed it was the same lantern and that he’d been following the correct light. 

Often it had simply put itself out, only to reappear in a completely different place, which had 

been beyond vexatious. There had been one magnificent occasion when he’d actually 

managed to grab Ainslee and had kissed anything within reach—he thought it might have 

been the tip of the man’s hat—but Matthew had broken away and sped off muttering 

something along the lines of you were never like this in Portsmouth.  

Now Orlando felt desperately tired again and simply wanted to curl up, but a spark of light 

not twenty yards away spurred him into one last effort. If this was the delectable Ainslee 

then, as sure as eggs were eggs, he’d catch the man and show him what he was made of. He 

crashed wildly though the dense foliage, emerging into what looked remarkably like the little 

clearing he’d awoken in, not least because old sarcastic-features was curled up there and still 

snoring, the little swine.  



Orlando eased himself onto the ground and, making sure that he was not in contact with Mr. 

Sonnet-number-seventeen, dropped off with great speed. When he awoke again, the first rays 

of light were appearing in what he now could perceive was the Eastern sky. Finally, he could 

get his bearings and find the way home. He could locate Matthew, then they could go into the 

city to take breakfast and…he caught sight of Jonty and stopped.  

Whatever could he be thinking of? Why should he be thinking of finding Mr. Pernis apivorus 

under any circumstances? He had his very own love, Mr. Twenty-four-carat-shining-

affection, at his side and no man could want for any more. Except for a pot of tea and a bacon 

sandwich and an early night with Jonty in his bed. He must surely be feeling the strange after 

effects of some peculiarly vivid dream.  

Orlando leaned over and shook his friend’s shoulder. “Jonty, come on. We need to get back 

or they’ll be worrying about us at the hotel.” 

“Too tired, you rogue. Let me rest awhile…” Jonty turned over and snuggled into Orlando’s 

coat. 

“This isn’t any time for your games. Wake up.” 

Jonty reluctantly opened one eye, looked puzzled, then smiled and nestled his head deeper 

into his lover’s jacket. “Hello Orlando. So lovely to see you. Love you more than anything in 

the whole world, you know.” 

“If we were back at the hotel you might just have time to prove that to me. If we ran…” 

“Want to stay here. I’ve had a lovely sleep. Nice dreams too.” Jonty suddenly sat bolt upright 

and looked anxiously around the glade.  

“Whatever’s up?” 

“There’s no one else been here, has there?” 

“No. At least I don’t think so. Last night I thought …I thought I was…” Orlando didn’t want 

to dwell upon what he had felt in his dream. To be attempting to snog Matthew Ainslee’s hat 

was too vile to mention. “It was just something, a rather vivid vision, I experienced while 

sleeping. Did you have any strange dreams, too?”  

“Well, I thought I was… I thought I had…” Jonty blushed and swiftly got to his feet. “I think 

you’re right. We need to get back to that hotel pretty sharpish. I don’t feel comfortable here at 

all.” 

Orlando put his arm around his lover, the warmth and tenderness immediately working their 

spell on him so that Jonty relaxed a little.  

“Ah, Orlando. Give me your hands, if we be friends, and Jonathan shall make amends.”  

“Amends for what? Leading us into the woods so late at night and getting us lost?” 

Jonty’s blush deepened. “Yes, Orlando, something like that...” 

 


