
Lessons In Temptation – A Missing Scene 

 

“Orlando Coppersmith!” 

“You’re for it now.” Jonty Stewart grinned. He loved his mother dearly, but there 

were times she resembled little less than a Valkyrie. “She only achieves that volume 

and ferocity when someone has well and truly blotted their copybook.” The Master of 

St. Bride’s never addressed his teaching staff in quite such stentorian tones.  

“I don’t think I’ve done either.” Orlando Coppersmith turned pale. “Have I?” 

“No idea. Can’t think offhand of anything that would raise the maternal ire to quite 

that pitch. Unless…” Jonty thrust out his lower lip in thought.  

“Unless what?” The answer never came—their hostess appeared, as full of wrath as 

the Archangel Michael and twice as righteous. The vice-chancellor of Cambridge 

University couldn’t appear as wrathful or as frightening, not even when St. Bride’s 

college or its equally worthy inhabitants had misbehaved. Which was a rare 

occurrence.  

“Jonathan, would you please leave us?” Helena Stewart gave her son no alternative. 

Go he must, whether he would or not.  

She’s calling him Jonathan. It’s worse than I thought. Orlando felt his life passing 

before his eyes. It hadn’t been a bad life, the shining glories of the last two years—his 

time with Jonty—overshadowing the fears and tedium of the previous twenty seven. 

If he had to die, he would do it nobly, and beneath the talons of his almost-mother-in-

law seemed a suitable place.  

“And now, young man,” Mrs. Stewart fixed Orlando with a gimlet eye, “what have 

you and Mr. Stewart been up to?” 

For her to call Jonty by his full name was bad enough, but for her not to refer to his 

father as Richard was calamitous. “We looked at these crossword things, with Jonty.” 

The answer was exceedingly feeble, although it gave Orlando a modicum of thinking 

time.  

“I don’t mean this morning, which you know very well. I mean just now when 

Jonathan and I were at the theatre matinee.” 

“We played bridge.” A sinking feeling, like a lift descending in its shaft, hit Orlando’s 

stomach. 

“And?”  

The clock sounded seven, making him jump out of his skin. Or perhaps it was guilt 

having the same effect. “And we looked at a new bidding system.” 

Mrs. Stewart rolled her eyes. “Just how, in all this innocent amusement, did Mr. 

Stewart end up in quite such a state?” 

“Ah. There was this old book, concerning an ancient form of the game, and it lurked 

on the top shelf. I naturally offered to reach it for him but he insisted on climbing the 

ladder himself. Unfortunately it was in rather a poor state and he took a slight fall.” 

Mrs. Stewart snorted, her handsome blue eyes as bright as one of the Bunsen burners 

down in the labs. Orlando wished he was back in Cambridge right now, being 

experimented on.  “That I already understand, from the horse’s mouth. It explains his 

rather dishevelled state of clothing. It doesn’t explain his mood.” 

“Oh. I believed we needed a small reviving drink. Just the one, I can assure you.” 

Bunsen burners under the soles of his feet would be infinitely preferable to this. 

Mrs. Stewart didn’t just snort this time, she grunted. “So he assures me. Yet, for a 

man of very sober habits, one who can hold his drink extremely well, he is in a most 

reprehensible state of inebriation. Someone is lying to me.” 



“I can swear to you that we aren’t. We merely had a brandy and soda each. And one 

of those powders for Mr. Stewart.” There, he’d said it. Now they were all going to be 

in trouble. 

“Which powders?” Mrs. Stewart’s speech was measured, not a style of 

communication she usually employed. 

“The ones which Dr. Panesar gave us. He’s an eminent research chemist, up at 

Bride’s, very interested in the analgesic effects of certain substances. He’s produced 

this new organic compound which he thinks will be highly effective as a method of 

reducing pain and distress. He’s been getting various members of the Senior Common 

Room to try it, purely in aid of serious medical research. We each have a supply 

which we are to administer on appropriate occasions, then make a careful note of the 

effects so that he can compile a paper on the beneficial…” he trailed off. The look in 

his hostess’ eye would have roasted Dr. Panesar and his powders at fifty yards. 

“You can stop indulging in the academic persiflage. What this all boils down to is that 

you’ve been using my husband, your father-in-law to all intents and purpose, as a 

subject for medical experimentation.” 

Orlando hung his head, thinking longingly of being far away, anywhere but here. Why 

on earth had they chosen to break their journey in London? “I only wanted to help.” 

“Well, I dare say that’s exactly what Hamlet said at Elsinore. Not good enough, 

young man. I’ve been told that Mr. Stewart has been giggling and chasing the parlour 

maid.” 

“I tried to stop him.” It sounded terribly feeble. It was. 

“So I believe. It led to an outbreak of language. Mr. Stewart doesn’t swear and yet I 

understand the words he employed were such as my father would have described as 

being suitable to a foremast jack.” 

“I’m sorry, I didn’t realise there would be such an effect.” 

“Have you used the stuff before?” 

“Yes, on me. It just knocked me out for two hours—when I woke up I felt marvellous. 

I assumed…” 

“Don’t assume, Dr. Coppersmith. And don’t go around experimenting on my 

husband.” Mrs. Stewart sat, silently fuming, while Orlando waited for sentence to 

follow judgement and condemnation. “I have sent my husband to his bed to sleep 

things off—he’ll remain in his room until the morning, irrespective of whether he 

wants to or not. I’ve had to make an explanation to the staff to cover his 

uncharacteristic behaviour, but there remains the matter of your involvement. I accept 

that you didn’t deliberately lead him astray as I first feared, although there is 

culpability.” 

Orlando felt like he was facing a court martial for mutiny and Admiral Mrs. Stewart 

was as harsh a hanging judge as any man could fear to face. He wished she’d just 

hang him now and have done with. 

“I believe I should consult my son on this matter.” 

That was the last thing he wanted to hear; Mrs. Stewart would be harsh but her son 

would be totally without mercy. To Orlando’s surprise, Jonty, when he arrived, stuck 

up for him nobly, assuring her Dr. Panesar had asked them to administer the powders 

in any situation which would help his study. They’d not anticipated any ill effects. He 

reminded her that Orlando’s previous record was one of immaculate behaviour, 

except for the minor matter of going out in the snow without his hat last Christmas. 

“So am I not to administer any form of redress?” Mrs. Stewart was disappointed that 

there wasn’t to be at least a visit to the pillory. 



“Oh I wouldn’t go as far as that. I think that a whack on the seat of the pants would be 

right and proper.” Orlando was horrified that Jonty could have suggested such a thing, 

even in jest. But the look in his lover’s eye explained much—he obviously found this 

whole scene ridiculously arousing and was going to get the last ounce of pleasure 

from it. 

“I think that Orlando,” Mrs. Stewart started, the man she referred to noting with relief 

that he’d gained enough ground to be accorded the honour of his Christian name 

again, “is too old for such a thing.” 

“Now that is unfair. You saw fit to wallop my backside only the last time we were in 

Sussex. What’s sauce for the goose is sauce for the gander.” 

Mrs. Stewart produced an uncharacteristically sly grin. “I thought that you were both 

ganders, dear, but never mind.” She rose, approaching her guest, one who was usually 

highly favoured. “He insists, so I must obey.” She was almost laughing by now, as 

was her youngest son. Even Orlando’s initial horror had turned to amusement. She 

gave him a wallop that was more noisy than painful and then gave the goose get a 

libation of the gander’s sauce himself, for giving people cheek. “Now, for goodness 

sake promise me that you’ll behave yourselves while you’re down in Bath. I know 

people there…” 

  



Lessons In Temptation – A Postscript 

 

At the end of Lessons in Temptation, there’s a reference to Orlando’s strange theory 

about the Venus de Milo. Ever wondered what it was? This little story reveals all... 

 

“Orlando?” It was holiday and ‘Dr Coppersmith’ had been left behind in Cambridge 

along with St Bride’s and the occasional dunderhead who was staying up for the 

summer. “I know that I shall immediately regret asking this question, but what are 

you up to?” 

“I’m just looking to see whether this woman has an Adam’s apple.” 

Jonty Stewart sat down and fanned himself with his hat. “Blimey, that absolutely 

takes the biscuit. I would have thought from the lady’s figure there could be little 

doubt as to her gender.” 

“It’s not the body I have an issue with—although I wish she had decided to be slightly 

more discreet. It’s her face. She looks like a man.” And giving this damning verdict 

on the Venus de Milo, Orlando sat down and fanned himself as well. Paris was 

proving particularly hot this summer, a fact that at least meant that the museum was 

relatively quiet and they could admire the exhibits in peace. 

“A man? One of the most famous statues in Europe and you calmly declare that she 

looks like a chap and then go looking for evidence to prove it?” 

“Well, she’s hardly a depiction of the ideal female, at least not to my eyes.” Orlando 

fixed the statue with a keen expression. 

“And who would fill that exalted niche? I didn’t realise that you were an expert on the 

feminine countenance.” Jonty could have danced with joy; the foreign air was getting 

to his friend and having the most marvellous effects. 

“Your mother or granddame would be a wonderful example of the type.” Orlando 

spoke as if he were discussing some proof of Euclid’s. “Or even that lady who played 

Gertrude when we saw Hamlet. Soft feminine lines—not the harsh masculine ones I 

see on this lady’s face.” He rose again, circling the statue. “She’s softer from the side, 

but from the front…she hardly seems the most beautiful of all women.” 

“Perhaps they had a different estimation of beauty in those days. Fashions change—

even Cleopatra would be reckoned as no great shakes now.” 

“That was the conclusion I’d reached, although I did wonder whether this really is 

supposed to be Venus or if someone didn’t make a mistake of attribution along the 

way.” 

“I don’t think so, Orlando. My father has an interesting pamphlet all about her, 

comparing her to similar statues of the lady in question.” Jonty laid down his hat and 

had a think. “So it has to be a case of changing tastes.” 

“Do you think that there’s any possibility the sculptor had a male model?” 

“What an extraordinary idea.” 

“Not any more strange than your sonnets and their master/mistress chappie. ‘Shall I 

compare thee to a summer’s day’ and all that stuff. Most people would think those are 

the sort of words one applies to a woman.” 

Jonty had another bit of a think. “No, I can’t agree with it. The line of the back of her 

neck is too elegant. Even you haven’t quite such grace of carriage.” 

Orlando performed another circuit of the statue. “Well, I think I have to conclude that 

I prefer the winged figure of Victory, headless though she be. Much more life and 

vigour to her.” 

“I’m in agreement with you there—such elegance in the drapery for one thing.” Jonty 

watched Orlando’s circling; the man resembled nothing so much as a judge at a dog 



show. “I suppose if you’d been Paris, you’d have said ‘sorry old thing’ and given the 

judgement to Juno. Or perhaps Apollo. Either way the Trojans would have been better 

off.” A sudden happy thought struck him. “Would you have given Mama the apple?” 

Orlando laughed. “Would I have dared not to? She’d have taken it and brained me 

with it if I hadn’t. And I suspect that if I saw her in her very pomp then I would have 

chosen her gladly—I have her glass before me and I know that there can be no face 

more fine-looking.” 

“Idiot boy.” Jonty blushed, adding enormously to his already radiant looks. “Even La 

Giaconda herself?” 

“Even her. Although…” Orlando smiled to himself. 

“Although what? Out with it.” Jonty swiped his lover with his hat. 

“I think that Antinous was much prettier.” Orlando looked horribly smug, full of 

secret thoughts that were going to take Jonty immense pains to get out of him. 

“Antinous? I didn’t think he was your type.” 

“Because he doesn’t look like you? Just because a man likes apple crumble he 

shouldn’t be denied the opportunity of admiring rhubarb pie, too.” 

“You fancy playing Hadrian then, do you, Orlando? As well as Paris? You are going 

to be a busy boy today.” 

“Muffin head. Come on, I can hear neither apple crumble nor rhubarb pie calling 

me—nor indeed a nice hot crumpet and don’t titter because it doesn’t become you—

but a fine piece of camembert, with hot bread and a carafe of white wine. If you don’t 

want me to go and find a nice little Antinous type to share it with you’d better shift 

your bahookie, as Miss Peters says.” 

“Ariadne never says that. She’s far too well bred.” Jonty fixed his lover with a gimlet 

gaze, as if trying to establish just what was making the man so bold. “As I always 

thought you were. I see that we should have come abroad before now—it makes you 

as bold as a gladiator. Talking of which, did you see that strigil? And do you know 

what they did with them?” 

“I did. I do.” Orlando put on his hat and quickened his stride. “Better ask for some 

olive oil with that bread…” 

  



What The Mathematician Said To The Engineer 

 

What happened to the Bride’s boys on holiday in France. 

 

Orlando Coppersmith’s expression as he picked up the post from the mat was what 

Jonty Stewart would have referred to—in his more colloquial moments—as a dead 

giveaway. He stood transfixed, turning the stiff, light green envelope over in his 

hands. 

“From the Bailiffs, is it, Orlando? Or has the Vice-Chancellor found you out at last?” 

“No.” Orlando passed the letter across. “It’s from France.” 

“Oh. Oh. Do you want me to read it through before you look at it?” 

“Yes please, if that wouldn’t be an imposition.” 

“Come on then, let’s do it over breakfast. You look like you could do with the biggest 

cup of coffee I can find.” Jonty led his colleague by the hand—this had been a great 

shock—installed him in a chair, poured him coffee and made him attack a sausage, 

even though Orlando vowed he couldn’t touch a thing. Jonty donned his spectacles, 

perching them just so on his nose so he could look over them to see his lover and 

through them to see the letter. He began his perusal. 

“So is he coming over here or anything?” Orlando had a piece of sausage paused en 

route to his mouth—it had been up and down like a fiddler’s elbow, without reaching 

its destination. 

“No indication of it, as yet. Not a sniff about coming over to Cambridge in particular 

or England in general.” 

Orlando sighed in relief and at last launched the portion of sausage into his mouth. 

“It seems he has some civil engineering project in Grenoble he’s overseeing and will 

be busy for some time.” Jonty scanned the rest of the letter. 

“And what else does he say?” 

“Nothing much. Sends his regards to me, which is rather civil of him. If you’ll excuse 

the pun. Gives an account of drainage systems or bridges or whatever he’s working 

on. And that’s about it.” 

“No reference to Marseille?” 

“Not one. Much to your relief, I guess. You know I still think Mama has suspicions. 

She really does want to know why you’ll give her chapter and verse about every part 

of our holiday but when it comes to Marseille you button your lip.” 

“She doesn’t believe what you said about me having a nasty experience with a 

Portuguese man o-war?” 

“I think she finds it all a bit fishy. Can’t quite imagine you not wanting to tell all and 

sundry if you’d braved a monster of the deep.” A sly little grin crept onto Jonty’s face. 

“Only he wasn’t Portuguese, was he?” 

If looks could have killed, Jonty would have been immediately joining the heavenly 

choir, if they’d have had him. “I shan’t even dignify that with a rejoinder. I still go 

totally cold when I think of the incident.” 

“And I still can’t quite get it clear in my mind how it happened.” 

Orlando rolled his eyes and shuddered. He took a piece of bacon and gesticulated with 

it in the air as if enumerating a favourite theorem. “In the first place, as I have said 

often, he bore a remarkable physical resemblance to your good self. Not just 

generally—you could almost be two peas in a pod—but in specifics.” 

“Oh yes, the hairy forearms.” 

“And the smooth legs.” Orlando was warming to his subject. He’d rehearsed his 

explanation time and again until he’d almost lost track of what had been the reality of 



a very embarrassing incident. “And he wore an identical bathing costume. Identical in 

every feature.” 

“And I believe there was something about the hair.” Jonty was enjoying Orlando’s 

discomfiture, just as he’d enjoyed the original episode and the huge puncturing of his 

lover’s dignity which had ensued. 

“The hair was identical, from the back. And the carriage. If you’d been there you 

would have understood.” 

“If I’d been there it would never have happened. But you forget that I was in the 

offing. I saw the whole thing—and a great shock it gave me.” 

“Not as much as it gave me. “ Orlando pushed his plate away, only one each of egg, 

bacon and sausage attempted successfully. “You have no idea what it was like when 

he turned around and it wasn’t you. It seemed like someone had grafted this stranger’s 

face grafted onto your body. I was very distressed.” 

“Well he didn’t seem to mind that much. Still doesn’t, if this is anything to go by.” 

Jonty indicated the letter. “And he wasn’t a bad looking bloke. In fact, I would go so 

far as to say that he was just your type.” 

“Nobody is my type but you.” Orlando made a grab for the letter but was forestalled. 

“You can’t have this until you tell me how he got our address. That’s the second most 

intriguing bit of the whole situation.” 

“As I see it, we made a mistake inviting him back for drinks to our hotel. I know it 

was in an effort to mollify him, but I think I saw him perusing the hotel guest book. 

He must have remembered our address or copied it down. I’m just pleased we left for 

Monte Carlo the next day.” 

“Perhaps he thought you were interested, despite all your protests and confusion. I 

mean the average home in the rue could have easily just interpreted your hug as a 

manly greeting, even if you did sneak up on him from behind and take the lad quite 

unawares.” 

Orlando groaned. “I could have sworn it was you. It should have been you— it was 

your body and costume and I couldn’t resist slipping my arm around your shoulder.” 

“Well, I’ve not seen myself from behind so I have to take your word for the uncanny 

likeness. But it couldn’t just have been a case of the manly clasp you gave him, can 

it? What exactly did you say?” Jonty was pleased to see a wave of crimson suffuse his 

lover’s cheek. 

“I daren’t repeat it.” 

“It’s been weeks, Orlando, and as we have no secrets, you have to tell me.” Jonty had 

tried each argument before but never employed both in concert; he hoped the strategy 

would work. 

“I said…” Orlando swallowed hard. He’d long known this moment would come and 

he could deny things no longer. “I said, ‘Fancy a naughty time with a 

mathematician?’” 

“Orlando!” Jonty spilled his tea all over the tablecloth and then began to guffaw, 

choking in the process. Both of these attracted the attention of Mrs. Ward, who came 

bundling in, slapped Jonty’s back, and began to mop up the flood. The excitement at 

least allowed Orlando to regain some degree of composure and when the room 

contained just the two of them again he even managed a smile. 

“No wonder he’s decided to write. Perhaps he thinks he’s still in with a chance of a 

naughty time.” 

Orlando groaned. “If he comes to St. Bride’s, then I’m going off to Oxford for at least 

a fortnight or until he’s quit the country. In future, Jonty, I’ll not say a word nor lay a 



finger until I am one hundred per cent certain I’m speaking to or laying fingers on you 

and you alone.” 

“Muffin head. I tell you what, I’ll reply to him and say you’ve taken a vow of 

celibacy. Would that work?” 

Orlando nodded. “If you please.” 

“I have a request to make in return.” 

“Hm?” 

“What you offered him, or thought you offered me. I’ll have that in return for drafting 

a letter to your admirer.” 

“And how naughty a time do you want?” 

“Oh, sort that out yourself, Orlando. Must I think of everything? 

  



Resolution 

 

“I’ve decided to make a resolution, Orlando.” Jonty laid down both spectacles and 

Jane Austen, to show he was serious. “For the New Year.” 

“Oh yes? Is it to rub manure on your head every night to see if you grow a brain?” 

“No. I was actually going to give up being rude to you.” 

“Oh.” Orlando felt horribly contrite about his little joke. “That would be lovely.” 

Wouldn’t it just? The peace and quiet. The absence of feeling that one always had to 

be on guard in case some little verbal barb came flying over the dinner table or across 

the lounge. “When does it start?” 

“Now.” Jonty nodded his head then made a great pantomime of looking at his hunter 

watch. “Eight pip emma on the twenty eighth of January. A bit late, but still valid for 

the rest of the year.” He smiled beatifically. “Now, my dear friend, can I get Mrs. 

Ward to prepare us some cups of cocoa and a slice of Dundee cake?” 

“Please,” Orlando sighed. The best part of a year of this. Heaven. 

By January the thirtieth Orlando had revised his opinion. Jonty was still being sweet, 

not a word out of place nor a single whack to the shin. He’d fussed over Orlando, 

ensured his every whim was seen to, deferred to him on everything. Heaven? 

Purgatory at the very least, if not hell itself. 

“I don’t like it.” 

“What don’t you like, my sweet? Tell me and I’ll put it right for you.” Jonty smiled. 

Orlando had always thought he would never regard that smile as cloying, but now it 

was sickly. “This whole ‘being nice to me’ thing. It makes me nervous.” 

“Why, my lamb?” Jonty’s face was all concern; Orlando wanted to punch it. 

“Because this simpering lump of sago pudding isn’t the sparky and snarky man I 

married!” 

“I don’t think we actually did get married, my precious, although if you say we did, 

we must have done. I am truly contrite and will try to amend ways, but how can I do 

so and keep my resolution?” 

“Sod your resolution, Take your resolution and stick it up a hippo’s arse.” Orlando 

couldn’t recall the last time he’d been so angry. “And if you dare say there aren’t any 

hippos for miles around but if I insist it must be done you’ll travel to the Zoological 

Gardens post haste I’ll…I’ll…” 

“So you don’t want me to be nice all the time, my cherub?” 

“No. I want my old Jonty back.” Orlando placed his hand over his heart. “I solemnly 

swear that I repent me of ever complaining about your sarcasm. I admit I miss the 

insults and the shin whacks. I confess I’d like you to be mean to me, on a fair usage 

basis.” 

“Splendid!” Jonty leapt across the lounge and threw himself in his lover’s lap. “I’ll 

resist the temptation to dispense all the insults I’ve saved up these last two days all in 

one big lump. Suffice to say you’re a big daft pudding.” 

“Daft? Because I want you back to normal?” 

“No, daft because you fell for it. Now I have your solemn vow to bring up in evidence 

any time you say I’m getting out of line.” Jonty grinned and plonked a big kiss on 

Orlando’s lips. “Licence to be myself, in perpetuity. Heaven.” 

Orlando groaned. Happy bloody new bloody year. 

  



Wetting The Baby’s Head 

 

November 1909 

 Cambridge 

Lounge bar of the Bishops’ Cope 

 

“I don’t know why I let you talk me into this.” Orlando looked at the table, where 

there should only have been two glasses in total, one for him and one for Jonty. He 

was fairly certain there were four, if not six, of the things, but where they’d all come 

from and why some of them continually evaded his grasp was a mystery. 

“Me? It was your suggestion. Another practice at wetting the baby’s head.” Jonty 

grinned, with both mouths and all four eyes. “The next baby.” 

“Is there a next baby?” 

“Undou..undou...yes. At some point. Lavinia will probably pop them out like peas.” 

 “They should call the next one Jonathan.” Orlando had struggled with the “sh” of 

should, even though he’d been speaking as slowly and precisely as he could manage. 

“And Helena if a girl.” He avoiding using the phrase “if she’s a girl” in case of the 

treacherous sibilants tripping him up again. 

“Nonsense.” Jonty may have looked blurry eyed but he was handling the “s” 

remarkably well. “They’ll call the little tyke what they want. Although Ralph’s 

mother was Al…Alex…” he had one more shot at the fence, “Alexandra, so as that 

name has double connections I suspect that tops the betting for a girl.” He bowed, 

elaborately, nearly toppling over in the process. “Come on. We should leave.” 

Orlando wondered how they’d come to be in such a state; he only recalled two or 

three pints of ale, if that, and maybe a tot of whisky to chase them down with. On an 

empty stomach admittedly, but it had been a busy day. The landlord at the Bishop’s 

Cope was obviously putting something into his brew to make it more potent. If this 

was the state they’d got into practicing, maybe for the real thing they’d have to 

celebrate in the St. Bride’s buttery on milk and water biscuits. 

“Back to college? Or home?” Jonty had begun to sway, or maybe that was an optical 

illusion, Orlando being aware that everything had begun to flit around a bit—

pavement, houses, street lamps, the lot. 

“Home. And in a cab, I think. It looks like rain.” Orlando was proud of having come 

up with that excuse, rather than having to admit to the squalid truth that he wasn’t 

sure his legs would get him there without a diversion into a gutter somewhere.  

“Excellent idea. Let’s get the porters to find us one.” Jonty slipped his arm though 

Orlando’s.  “I shall ensure that you get to the lodge in one piece.” 

“I don’t...” Orlando held his tongue. Why protest that he didn’t need help when it was 

an excuse to walk arm in arm? “Thank you. I appreciate the offer.” 

“My pleasure.” Jonty made another elaborate bow, nearly ended up in the gutter, then 

grasped at Orlando’s arm again. “Maybe we should have our next practice in the 

privacy of our own home. Forsythia Cottage has less of a tendency to wobble.” 

“It does indeed. Homeward ho, then.” 

“Homeward ho? How poetic. We’ll make a bard of you yet.” Jonty tugged Orlando’s 

arm. “You could compose an ode for the baby when he or she comes. Not one of your 

filthy limericks, though.” 

“My limericks? I’ve never written one in my life.” 

“Really? I could have sworn I remember something like ‘A mathematician from 

Totton was scratching himself on the...hmphmhphm’.” 



Orlando, whose hand was now clamped over his lover’s mouth, was determined not to 

let go until they’d reached, if not St. Bride’s then at least the college next door. Jonty 

could finish his poem there and nobody would bat an eyelid.  “Don’t you dare repeat 

that at the font, you monkey.” 

  



On The Occasion Of Their Anniversary 

 

Cambridge, 1909 

 

Jonty wandered along the Madingley Road, breathing in the scents of wet leaves, 

bonfires and early November. He loved the autumn; season of mists and mellow 

fruitfulness indeed, the trees a patchwork quilt of warm colours and the sky piercingly 

blue. 

“Like your eyes.” Orlando always swore the sky was only ever this colour in spring or 

autumn, some prosaic combination of the angle of the sun’s rays and the dust in the 

earth’s atmosphere producing a shade that was so beautiful it could almost bring a 

man to tears. 

Jonty would never settle, of course, for the commonplace facts about light refracting 

off motes of dust. The bright banner from horizon to horizon was God’s gift, and he’d 

blessed this time of year royally. Late autumn would always be special for them, 

anyway—time of that fatal first meeting over a particular chair. How could they not 

cherish November and all the memories it held? 

Now their fourth anniversary was looming large, hull up on the horizon and not a 

present bought. Not by Jonty, anyway—no doubt ‘himself’ had been down to the 

sweet shop and found some fabulous confection, or been more commonplace and 

raided the tailors for a well-cut tie, either or both to be wrapped in tissue and ribbon 

and left on Jonty’s desk. Their reciprocal had been thought about but wasn’t yet in 

evidence. What to buy the man who seemed to have all he wanted? 

Liquorice Allsorts were becoming a bit passé, or at least mundane in terms of being 

an acceptable present. Champagne was nice but also a bit lacking in inspiration, as 

were socks, pens, notebooks, perfumed soap or any other things which sprang 

immediately to mind. And none of them were really romantic, the sort of things to get 

the juices flowing. 

Not that Orlando seemed to need a lot to get him into the mood for testing the springs 

on their double bed. Wine, seafood, soft lights and softer music were said to be the 

fuel of seduction, yet they were superfluous at Forsythia Cottage. The sight of Jonty 

with the bonnet of the car up, bent over and poking into some deep crevice of the 

engine, was usually enough to make his lover extract a promise of delights to come. 

Maybe some part of Orlando’s brain, some deep hidden cavity where no maths had 

ever penetrated, had sprung into operation when they’d met and now was occupied 

permanently with thoughts of lovemaking, more Jack Tar on leave than distinguished 

fellow of a fairly distinguished Cambridge College. 

As Jonty turned down Grange Road and caught sight of the high tower of St Bride’s 

Old Court up over the tree line, he clapped his hands together, applauding his own 

inspiration. That was it, all problems solved. He began to whistle and picked up his 

step—he had some research to do and plans to put into action, but November 15th 

couldn’t come soon enough. 

 

*** 

 

“Why can’t you be there to see this man? And why aren’t you getting Hudson to sort 

your car out? I thought you didn’t trust anyone else to tinker with it.” Hudson was 

Mrs. Ward’s nephew and the only man, apart from Jonty, allowed to fiddle about 

under the bonnet. 



“I have an important meeting down at the department to discuss what may be an 

unknown John Donne sonnet that’s come to light. Probably just a forgery, but we 

have to take it seriously.” Jonty was polishing his spectacles carefully, as befitted the 

solemnity of such a discussion. “Anyway, you said that you’d be here tomorrow, 

working on that lecture. He won’t disturb you, the mechanic. You just need to make 

sure he’s got everything he needs.” 

“And why can’t…” Orlando stopped in mid sentence, remembering that it would be 

Mrs. Ward’s day off. Not wanting to risk being laughed at for forgetting, he changed 

tack. “Why can’t Hudson do it as usual? Answer me that.” 

“He’s got appendicitis.” Jonty nodded, as if that settled the case. “And my automobile 

won’t wait. Tomorrow it is, then.” He rose, leant over to kiss his lover’s brow and 

made ready to leave. “You just let him get the car sorted and concentrate on your 

lecture. It’s our anniversary tomorrow, in case you’ve forgotten, and we’re off out for 

dinner.” 

“Thank you, I’m not getting so absent-minded I couldn’t bring either or both of those 

facts to mind.” Orlando took refuge in another cup of coffee. “Fine, I’ll make sure 

he’s settled over the metal monster. But he’s not to disturb me, do you understand?” 

“I’ll ask him to make a point of it.” Jonty stole one last slice of toast and sauntered 

off, looking unusually contented, even for him. 

 

*** 

 

Orlando had his nose in a thesis about Fourier series when Mrs. Ward knocked on his 

study door. She responded to his grunted “Come in,” by peering around the door. 

“You don’t need to fuss yourself over that mechanic lad—he’s here early. I saw him 

on my way out and I’ve made sure he knows what’s what.” She withdrew back into 

the hallway before Orlando could even say thank you or ask about Hudson’s 

appendix. 

Good. That would mean he could keep his mind on his lecture, without having to 

worry about the wretched metal monster or anything to do with it. He could vaguely 

hear some clanking and banging outside but it wasn’t intrusive, just the comfortable 

sort of sound of men at work. It was only when a loud, Scottish sounding exclamation 

of a swear word rent the air that Orlando looked up from his work towards the 

window. The volume of clanging had risen astronomically—what on earth was going 

on out there? 

Orlando got up and went over to the window, where he had a prime view of the metal 

monster, with its bonnet open and an overall clad figure bent over it. The clanging 

seemed to have been caused by a large spanner—and other implements—hitting the 

ground, rather than the engine having been smote to pieces, which is what Orlando 

would have preferred. 

He also had a prime view of the mechanic’s backside, which was wiggling and 

jiggling in a disturbing manner as he evidently tried to loosen or tighten something. 

Jonty never quite gyrated in such a marked manner, although—as Orlando realised to 

his embarrassment—the backside on display was just as rounded and perfectly shaped 

as Jonty’s was. In fact, there was something about the shape of it in the tight brown 

overalls that seemed a bit of an improvement on the backside that normally graced the 

position, usually decked out in baggy old golf trousers. 

As if aware he was being watched, the mechanic swung round, too fast for Orlando to 

dive behind his curtains. The man had a scarf around his neck and half over his face, 



probably protection against fumes and oil, with a cap pulled down firmly over his 

ears. “Can I help you, sir?” A west Scottish brogue rang through the air. 

Orlando, flustered at having been caught ogling, opened the window. “No, no. I was 

just thinking.” 

“Ach, you’re not to be doing too much of that. It’ll put lines on your handsome face.” 

The mechanic picked up a rag and began rubbing his hands on it, coming over 

towards the window as he wiped. “You can tell Dr. Stewart I’ve sorted the problem. 

And might I just use your cludgie? Sorry, your toilet?” 

“Um, yes. The front door’s open. Just come through and it’s the first door past the 

stairs.” Orlando closed the window again, seating himself at his desk and determining 

to stay there. Well away from the soft, attractive, rolling accent and the soft, 

attractive, rolling backside. The sound of footsteps was followed by the sound of 

flushing and then footsteps again. 

A sudden rap to the study door made Orlando nearly jump out of his chair. A muffled 

face peered into the room. “Your housekeeper said she’d left a wee cake for me in the 

kitchen and that I was to help myself to a drop of coffee while I was about it.” 

“Oh, I’m sure that’s fine. Go ahead.” Orlando looked down at his papers again, trying 

to evade the bright gaze that peeped out between scarf and hat. 

“Well, you’ll have to show me where to go, I’m afraid.” 

“Oh.” Orlando got up, worried that the mechanic hadn’t stepped back from the door 

sufficiently to let him pass without rubbing up close. “Come this way.” 

There were cakes in the kitchen, and coffee keeping warm on the stove. Orlando felt 

obliged to pour a cup for both of them, intending to take his straight back to the study. 

He’d hardly got his hands on the pot when he felt a hand on his bottom. 

“You’ve a fine car and a fine house and this is another fine thing.” The pat on 

Orlando’s backside was followed by a little squeeze. “Would you be interested in 

delaying that coffee for a while? I’ll warrant you’ve a fine bed upstairs.” 

Orlando thought he was going to faint. How dare this man proposition him, here in his 

own house? On the fourth anniversary of his meeting the only man he’d ever loved? 

“I beg your pardon?” It was all he could think of saying. This was even worse than 

Matthew Ainslie and the honey buzzards. So outrageous, so disgraceful…so exciting. 

He swallowed hard and thought of Jonty. 

“Och, Dr. Coppersmith,” the accent was getting strangely broader, “don’t play so 

innocent. I can see such a lusty look in your eye—and there’s something further down 

I can see, too. You’re ready for a romp.” 

Orlando wasn’t sure whether to lump this saucy rogue over the head with the coffee 

pot or run straight out of the front door. The tiny little voice which suggested there 

was a third option, namely dragging the mechanic upstairs right away, was firmly 

ignored. 

“Haway, man, can ye nay make up yer mind…” The Scotsman suddenly sounded as if 

he was choking. Or laughing. He began to unwind the scarf from his face. “Oh, 

Orlando, I can’t keep up the disguise a moment longer.” 

“You! You tinker. You rogue. You villain!” Orlando thought he might just lump 

Jonty with the coffee pot; he might have done had he not started laughing himself. “A 

fine anniversary present this is.” 

“That’s what I thought.” Jonty’s smiling face had emerged from all the layers. 

“Something unusual.” 

“Unusual. You’re lucky you didn’t get scalding hot coffee all over you. Especially 

when you goosed me.” Orlando thumped the table. “I hope it amused you to put me 

through merry hell.” 



“Merry hell? Oh, so we felt tempted, did we, Dr. C, by the car mechanic’s muscular 

frame?” 

“Yes. No. That’s not the point.” 

“It’s the very point. You were tempted and you didn’t succumb. What better present 

could a man need—proof that he’s still above the commonplace temptations of the 

world?” Jonty tried to look virtuous but failed. “Anyway, you have a very goosable 

backside. Now, there’s more to this present.” 

“Is there?” Orlando was wary now. Would likely be wary all the way until next 

November. 

“We have the house to ourselves. When have we ever made love here in broad 

daylight?” 

“Are you suggesting we go to bed now? At barely ten o’clock in the morning.” 

“Absolutely.” Jonty’s handsome face creased into a lascivious grin. “Give me one 

good reason why not or else get up those stairs.” 

Orlando could think of several reasons, although none of them were good enough to 

overcome the undoubted lure of the double bed. He took his lover’s hand. “Just one 

request.” 

“Of course. As it’s our anniversary, anything.” 

Orlando could feel himself blushing, but it was worth all the stick he was bound to 

get. “Those overalls. Keep them on as long as possible…”  

  



May Our Days Be Merry And Bright 

 

Massachusetts, 1910 

 

“I love the snow.” 

“I know. That’s the third time you’ve mentioned it in the last ten minutes,” Rex 

Prefontaine said, affectionately. Matthew Ainslie could say he liked the snow a 

million times and Rex still wouldn’t tire of hearing it. Nor would he grow weary of 

seeing the light in Matthew’s eyes every time the man looked out of the window. 

“Don’t you have snow in England?” 

“Of course we do. But I don’t remember it being as bright as this. Nor as clean, in 

London at least.” 

“Trodden grey by thousands of dirty boots?” Rex had never been in the capital during 

the winter so his mental image of it was all based on guesswork. 

“I don’t mind that so much as the brown and yellow. All those horse drawn cabs.” 

Matthew rolled his eyes. “This is so…pristine. Perfect. Dazzling.” He dragged his 

attention—it appeared reluctantly—from the lawn and the trees. “Almost as dazzling 

as you, running along the platform and bustling into our carriage on a spring morning 

in London.” 

“Dazzling? I thought I was a sweaty, over-garrulous mess.” Rex smiled in fond 

remembrance of their first meeting. “I’m still amazed that Mrs. Stewart should have 

taken such a shine to me.” 

“Her youngest son says that she’s always had a soft spot for handsome young men.” 

“You’re making me blush. How is Jonty? And talking of handsome young men,” he 

added mischievously, “how is Orlando?” 

“When last I saw them, the same as ever. For better and worse.”  

“I can guess the better—that’s the only side I’ve ever seen of them. What’s the 

worse?” 

Matthew turned back towards the window, smiling slightly, as though he was sharing 

some private joke with the snowflakes which still occasionally stroked the glass. “If 

you don’t know, maybe I shouldn’t enlighten you.” 

“That’s unfair. We’re to have no secrets, remember? Business or private.” Rex laid 

his hand on Matthew’s arm; they were alone in the room, but who could tell when the 

door would open and the rest of the Prefontaines, bored of cards or games, might 

tumble through it? Any further contact would have to wait until they were alone in the 

house—and that would depend on the weather being kind and the rest of the family’s 

proposed trip to their aunt in Connecticut being possible.  

“You know Orlando well enough to guess his feet of clay. Pedantic, doesn’t suffer 

fools gladly, fiercely protective of Jonty. To the point of covetousness.” Matthew 

briefly squeezed Rex’s hand. “I’m glad you’re not as jealous.”  

“I have no need to be. And I wouldn’t have thought Orlando has, either.” 

“Only in his own mind,” Matthew said, with a sigh. “He’s had a lot of growing up to 

do in a short time. Not an easy life.”  

“It’s a very fortunate man who doesn’t have a hard life, one way or another.” Rex 

returned the squeeze then took his hand away. “Now, if I’m going to be let in on all 

your secrets, tell me about Jonty’s feet of clay, as well.” 

“A tendency to lose his temper, spectacularly if usually only temporarily. A 

propensity to play practical jokes.” 

Rex sat up straighter, easing his leg into a more comfortable position. Snow might be 

pretty, but sitting in a draft was one of winter’s least pleasant aspects. “Don’t tell me 



you’re going to give me all the gen on the incident of the goat in the porters’ lodge? 

That would be a real treat for Christmas.” 

“It’d be a treat for me, too. I’ve even tried bribing the Bride’s porters but they won’t 

cough up the story.” Matthew took out his cigarette case, lit two then gave one to his 

lover, without asking. “I can tell you about the grotty penguin, though.” 

“The what? Did he raid the zoo and dump the proceeds in the lodge?” 

“No.” Matthew took a long draw on his cigarette. “He just gulled the innocent, as 

usual. It was at Bride’s, in the Senior Common Room, and the supporting cast 

includes a visiting professor from…” Matthew screwed up his face in recollection, 

“from Boston, actually.” 

“Are you sure you’re not the one pulling somebody’s leg? Mine, for instance?” 

“I wish I was. I thought it was going to provoke a diplomatic incident. Jonty was 

trying to persuade this chap—he was another English literature type—that Death in 

the Stocks: The Grotty Penguin was a famous Victorian crime novel.” 

“Did the guy fall for it?”  

“Hook, line and the proverbial sinker.” Matthew grinned. “Seems not all your 

countrymen are as wise as you. When he asked who’d written the thing Jonty said that 

nobody knew, as the author had used a pseudonym. Rumour was one of the minor 

royals had a hand in it. Poor Doctor Covington swallowed the bait whole and wanted 

a précis of the plot.”  

“Which Jonty provided?” 

“Oh yes. Can’t you imagine it?” 

Rex could. He’d have given a hundred dollars to have been present, insult to his 

fellow countryman notwithstanding. “What did Orlando say?” 

“As little as possible. Jonty alleged the story was set in Oxford, at a college less well 

known for its academic rigour than for the excellence of its rowers. Every time 

Orlando piped up to defend his old University, he got flattened. Along the lines of 

things at the place having gone downhill over the past twenty years, probably because 

they accepted people like him.”  

Rex grinned; there were University rivalries at home, such things were only to be 

expected. “So, tell me the story.” 

“Fictional Oxford college, two men obsessed with penguins, one an anatomist and the 

other a mathematician.”  

“Oh, he’d have had to get the math bit in somewhere.” 

“But of course,” Matthew said, stubbing out his cigarette, “this is Jonty. These two 

men argued about a poorly preserved penguin residing in the museum. Doctor 

McCaw was sure it represented a species as yet unknown to science while his rival 

Dusauttoir was convinced it was a boring old Macaroni penguin and of no interest to 

anyone.”  

“And one of them murdered the other, right?” Rex had to know how the unlikely tale 

panned out. 

“Got it in one. McCaw was found in the old town stocks,” there followed a slight 

digression while Matthew explained to Rex the form and function of things like 

pillories. “Anyway, he was dead, strangled with his college tie.” 

“And somebody had set it up to look like the other had done it?” Rex nodded. For all 

that Jonty Stewart’s sense of mischief was going to get him strung up one day, the 

guy could carry off a good yarn. 

“You’ve got it in one. It turned out—according to Jonty –that McCaw had secretly 

taken a wife in the past then left her, and their three children, to spend all his time and 

resources in the search for another penguin to match the specimen of what he hoped 



would be called Eudyptes artigianodelrame.” Matthew offered another cigarette, 

which Rex refused with a rueful smile. 

“And this guy Covington didn’t get the reference to a coppersmith? Jonty might as 

well have said Eudyptes Cupprofabus.” 

“He wouldn’t have got that, either. Orlando did, though. I thought his eyes were going 

to disappear around the back of his head.” Matthew returned the silver cigarette case 

to its pocket. “Anyhow, Jonty pressed on, all about how Mrs. McCaw had tracked her 

wayward and fanatical husband down and done the foul deed herself.”  

“So the youngest Stewart got away with his deception, did he?” 

“He was sailing on blue waters, until Orlando managed to get his oar in—he swore 

he’d seen the penguin in question,” Matthew said, eyes aglow. “If you’ve never seen 

Jonty with the wind taken out of his sails then you’ve missed a spectacular sight.” 

“What did he do?” 

“There wasn’t a lot he could do except play along. He was sitting next to Orlando—

usual chairs—so he couldn’t quite see the glint in the man’s eye. That was 

spectacular, too.” Matthew looked out again at the snow, beaming at both present and 

past delights. “All he could manage to say was ‘did it impress you?’ Orlando played a 

blinder, not batting an eyelid and saying the penguin was nothing, compared to the 

other specimens the museum had on display.” 

“I never thought he’d have it in him.” 

“He never used to,” Matthew said, turning again towards his lover and smiling his 

devastating smile. “He’s learned with time, though. You sink or swim, where Jonty’s 

concerned.” 

“Thank God I didn’t have to learn that with you,” Rex said, drawing his hand along 

Matthew’s thigh.  

“Steady on there. It’s a long while before you and I can take advantage of what that 

contact promises.” 

“Ah,” Rex sighed, “the perils of a family Christmas. Carry on with the story then. I 

need some form of amusement.”  

“You’d not have been lacking in amusement if you’d been there to hear Orlando spout 

forth. A great trail of taradiddle about a common or garden unicorn which was stuffed 

but to a better standard than the penguin. And a leprechaun that had been pressed like 

a flower so looked rather grotesque.” 

“I never realised he had the nerve to do it.” Rex was going to need to reappraise Dr. 

Coppersmith.  

 “It was a bravura performance. I’m glad I was privileged to see it.” 

“And what about this Covington guy? What did he do when he found he was being 

strung along?” Rex had visions of the genteel calm of St. Bride’s being shattered by 

pistols at dawn or fist fights in Old Court. 

“Lucky for our friends he didn’t find out until months afterwards. I had to tell him.” 

Matthew reached into his inside pocket. “He contacted me quite recently to see if I 

could, in my professional capacity, track down the book for him as all his attempts 

had failed. I had to confess all. This is his reply.” He handed his lover a much folded 

letter. 

“Wow,” Rex said, after he’d read it. “I’m surprised you’ve kept this. Strong stuff.” 

“I’m going to post it to Cambridge as soon as I get home. I wanted you to have the 

pleasure of reading it first.” Matthew grinned. “Some of those insults are particularly 

well crafted.” 

“That’ll set the cat among the pigeons. Orlando’s going to have to get his dictionary 

out.” Rex folded the paper up again, handed it back and smiled. “At last their sins 



have caught them out.” 

“Let’s hope it’s a free warning against misbehaving in future.” Matthew hid the letter 

away again. “They’ve been good friends to us. If it hadn’t been for them—and the 

Stewarts—we’d never have met.” 

“I never forget that, believe me.” Rex briefly caressed his friend’s hand. “And I never 

forget how fortunate I am. You know, it’s not too early in the day to open a bottle or 

two. Shall we drink a toast to absent friends?” 

“Aye.”  

Two glasses of whisky with soda, two men either side of the hearth like fire dogs, two 

hearts united in love and gratitude. 

“Jonty and Orlando.” Rex raised his glass. 

“Jonty and Orlando,” Matthew said, then took a draught. “And I’m glad to see that at 

last I’ve taught you how to properly propose toast. 

Rex raised his glass again. “I had a good teacher. Us, this time. All our days to be as 

merry and bright as they are when Jonty and Orlando are on top form.” 

Matthew nodded. “And all our Christmases to be white ones?”  

“They can be bright blue, so long as you’re at my side...” 

  



A Fit Employment For A Gentleman 

 

 

“Honoria!” 

“Helena!” 

Anyone might have been forgiven for believing that the bellowing was caused by 

bulls of Bashan out on a spree and would have been surprised by seeing that the 

shouts of delight had come from two of the most well respected and eminent ladies in 

the land, each possessing an impeccable character - if also a hint of eccentricity. 

“Peter playing today? I thought I saw him turning his arm over in the nets.” 

“He is indeed - the fresh air will do him good. I don’t like it when he’s brooding.” 

Helena nodded her head and made a particular point not to enquire after Barbara, she 

being the likely cause of the Duchess’s concerns about her offspring. “Full of 

thinking, your Peter - needs something to use that formidable brain on. Reminds me 

of one of Jonathan’s pals.” 

“Is young Jonty here? I always enjoy his company - makes me feel like quite a slip of 

a thing again.” Honoria smiled indulgently. “No sign of a young lady ensnaring him 

yet?” 

Helena shook her head. “Perhaps one day he’ll meet his dark lady and lose his heart 

but I fear that he’s a confirmed bachelor - especially since he’s now into his thirties.” 

She didn’t really fear any such thing - she knew very well that her son would never 

marry and was quite content with that. He’d found himself a partner for life who was 

much more interesting and pleasant than many a daughter-in-law might have been. 

The master-mistress of her son’s passion was not present today, though, or else 

Honoria would have had two young men making her heart all a-flutter. He was at a 

meeting about imaginary numbers or some such stuff and would be unable to see his 

friend striding across the field in immaculate flannels.  

Jonty Stewart - staying with his parents at the house of an old family - had been 

drafted into the Duke’s Denver eleven when the Rector had taken a tumble over a 

stray hassock and twisted his knee. Jonty was a competent batsman - not having ever 

made the University team but being a constant credit to Bride’s - and a workmanlike 

bowler under most conditions. Left arm round the wicket, despite being a naturally 

right-handed bat, he usually produced one tidy over after another without any great 

threat to the batsmen. Except if the wicket was wet, in which case he became deadly. 

Under these circumstances, the ball would spin and fizz in all directions, performing 

turns that his friend Orlando insisted should be quite impossible, had he not seen them 

with his own eyes. Orlando had even begun to write a paper on the very subject of the 

turning ball, inspired by his lover’s skill. 

Jonty knew, however, that he was not in the same class as Wimsey and had 

recognised that from the first time he’d seen the man play as a wiry thirteen year old. 

The families had known each other for years and there’d been more than one occasion 

when Lord Peter had taken apart Jonty ‘s bowling on a nice dry wicket. Wimsey had 

represented Oxford in the Varsity match, this achievement not in any way interfering 

with him obtaining as glorious a first as Jonty himself had acquired at the other place 

a dozen years previously. Jonty was pleased that this day they would be playing on 

the same side. 

Once play began, the wicket proved to be a tricky one - a touch of green on the top 

providing some encouragement for the fast chaps, enabling them to make the opening 

batsmen from Duke’s Denver duck and weave. But it soon lost its teeth and those in 

the lower order found a feather bed that enabled them to reach two hundred and fifty 



six with little difficulty. Lord Peter had contributed eighty of those, batting as low 

down the order as he dared. 

Jonty didn’t relish the prospect of bowling on such a flat pitch, but a sprinkling of rain 

in the tea interval raised his hopes.  

“Just what you’d have been hopin’ for, eh?” Lord Peter, cup of tea in hand and a 

small pink cake balanced on the saucer, had sidled over to watch the summer shower 

pass over. 

“Praying for, more like - there are short boundaries here and without a bit of moisture 

I suspect that they’d have been hitting me over them with regularity. Not that I found 

the things easy to reach when it was my innings.” Jonty grinned. 

“I did think you were a touch unlucky bein’ given out. Certain that ball was missin’ 

leg stump.” 

Jonty shook his head, “Irrelevant whether it was or wasn’t - the umpire’s word is 

always final. Anyway, he might now feel guilty enough to let a decision or two go my 

way later...” 

As it transpired, Jonty had no need of any favours from the men in charge. Lord Peter 

had let his brother Gerald - captaining the team - know about Jonty’s ability on a wet 

pitch and he’d been brought on to bowl pretty promptly. Not that he actually bowled 

for long - with him turning them through ninety degrees at one end and the 

gamekeeper, Snow, whizzing down deliveries at lightning pace at the other, the 

opposition capitulated. Five wickets apiece brought an early end to the match, 

followed by a timely opening of the barrel of beer and bottles of wine brought from 

the big house.  

“Your Peter batted beautifully as always,” Helena cradled a glass of particularly 

delicious Chablis. 

“And your Jonathan left us all astounded with his bowling.” Honoria favoured a 

goblet of Saint Emilion, admiring its colour as it caught the late afternoon sun.  

The objects of their discussion, bearing glasses of beer, came over and kissed their 

mothers in the proper filial manner.  

“Now you can discuss cricket or rugger or anything sporting,” Helena implored, “but 

I hope that you will spare us the usual debate.”  

Honoria nodded her agreement. Their sons always ended up in a dispute about the 

relative merits of Shakespeare and Donne, Jonty espousing the former while Lord 

Peter fiercely defended the latter. “I’ve never understood why you get so excited by 

them anyway - both rather vulgar gentlemen to my way of thinking.” 

“Now that’s a somewhat sweepin’ dismissal of two such great poets, even by two 

ladies of impeccable taste.” Lord Peter smiled indulgently at his mother. 

Jonty grinned. “And I no longer enjoy discussing Donne since I met Orlando - my 

colleague Dr Coppersmith I mean, madam,” he bowed to the Duchess.  

“Now why should that be?” The chatelaine of Duke’s Denver was genuinely 

intrigued. 

“Because if he grew a moustache he would be the image of the poet - and a more 

contrasting nature you couldn’t find, Dr Coppersmith being a mathematician of great 

intellect and a stern, forbidding nature. Now when I read Donne I see my friend’s face 

speaking the verse and I simply can’t take it seriously any more.” 

The company laughed, Jonty the most of all, imagining clearly how horrified his lover 

would be to utter a line like Licence my roving hands, and let them go ... even in the 

privacy of their own room.  

“We’ll be seeing you for dinner tomorrow?” the Duchess produced her most 

enchanting smile. 



Jonty bowed again. “Indeed. And I promise that Mr Donne and Mr Shakespeare won’t 

be gracing your table with their argumentative presences.” 

 

 

*** 

 

 

“I worry about that boy.” Helena was enjoying the carriage ride back to their friends’ 

house, with the sun slowly sinking and spreading a liquid amber light through the 

trees, the rooks gently cawing and huge bees quartering the hedgerows.  

“Which boy?” Jonty was rather lost in thought, wishing that Orlando were there to 

enjoy the pleasant ride. 

“Peter of course - did you think I meant that young gamekeeper with the rippling 

biceps?” 

The smallest self-satisfied grin crept across Jonty’s handsome face. “Didn’t know you 

still noticed rippling biceps, Mama. Ow!” He began to rub his thigh. 

“As I have pointed out before, you’re not too old to get a smack.” Helena sighed and 

shook her head. “Got himself all gaga over a quite unsuitable girl. Oh, I don’t mean 

she’s an actress or anything - impeccable family, of course. But she’s vapid, Jonty. 

You’re very lucky to have Orlando - he’s not just pleasant to look at, he’s intelligent. 

You’ll be as happy in thirty years time as you are now. Peter, however...” Helena 

looked out of the window and appeared unusually pensive. 

Jonty leaned over and took his mother’s hand. “There’s more isn’t there? Come on, 

old thing, spill the beans to your favourite boy.” 

Helena grinned. “I can’t do that as he’s at a mathematical seminar - but I’ll tell you 

and you can pass it on. I know I’m not the perfect mother and it pains me to talk ill of 

a very old friend, but somehow between them the Duke and Duchess have got that 

boy’s upbringing all wrong. He’s a bag of nerves and I’m not sure he has the 

resources to cope on his own with what life may throw up.” She shook her head. “And 

now,” she said, plainly meaning that subject is officially closed, “I know that you’ve 

told me a dozen times, but how exactly do you get the ball to turn like that?” 

 

 

*** 

 

 

The dinner at Duke’s Denver was excellent; the ladies retired in a contented haze and 

the men were left to their own devices. Richard and his host went off to discuss the 

events in Europe that were becoming a worry to all men of good sense and the 

‘youngsters’ were allowed to amuse themselves with a game of snooker.  

“How do you keep yourself from getting bored?” Lord Peter enquired, having made 

an excellent start to his game. “You can’t just spend all your time speculating about 

the identity of the dark lady or the gentleman whose face showed heavenly touches.” 

Jonty noted that the g had re-appeared - no gettin’ or speculatin’ this time - as if all 

affectations that had been adopted for the amusement of the locals were no longer 

needed in the comfort of Wimsey’s own home. “Well, my colleague Dr Coppersmith 

and I have been known to indulge in a little amateur detecting.” 

Lord Peter’s eyebrows shot up. “Detecting? Like old Holmes and Watson?” 

“The very same, though we wouldn’t quite identify ourselves with those particular 

chaps.” 



“I’ve never quite considered that an occupation for a gentleman, though I can see the 

intellectual appeal.” 

“That’s an excellent point. Orlando - Dr Coppersmith - derives great pleasure if there 

are any codes to crack or logical trails to follow. And it’s certainly gratifying - we’ve 

been drawn into a few cases and consulted on others and the thrill of the chase can be 

quite something.” Jonty sent the black ball spinning into one of the pockets.  

“But there’s a consequence to the success of the hunt, isn’t there? Some poor wretch 

ending up with his neck stretched on the gallows.” Lord Peter looked decidedly 

uncomfortable. “Not sure I could live with that.” 

Jonty straightened up, left his shot. “We were fortunate in that the initial few cases we 

tackled didn’t go that far. Still, I find it difficult to condemn some of those we’ve 

brought to book. There but for the grace of God...” He shivered.  

“Have any of your cases ended up with the hangman exercising his art?”  

Jonty nodded. “Several - and in at least one case I was glad of it. I’m not proud of that 

fact, not very Christian, but a fact it is.” He bent down, but his shot was poor, the red 

missing the pocket by inches - his heart was no longer in it. 

“Shall we rejoin our elders and betters for a glass of port or brandy?” Despite his 

intense curiosity, Lord Peter refrained from enquiring about the circumstances of the 

particular case Jonty had referred to. 

 

 

*** 

 

Lord Peter watched the Stewarts’ carriage depart, his mind racing - but then his mind 

often raced. Amateur detection; was this something to which a gentleman might 

legitimately apply his brain and his conscience, fulfilling a rather more useful purpose 

to his fellow man than the second son of a duke might normally do? He smiled 

ruefully at the thought that it would of course depend on Jonty and his colleague 

leaving a few cases for others to stick their noses into. 

Sleuthing, investigation, examination of the scene, questioning of witnesses - his mind 

ran over the many pleasant things such a new hobby might involve. If it worked for a 

chap like Jonty, perhaps it would be the thing for him, too... 

  



 

 

Ring in the New 

“Wind’s getting up.” Jonty called, as he looked out of the sun lounge window—or 

was it snow lounge window?—at scudding clouds, hounding the winter sun from the 

sky. “I never thought I’d find a place colder than Cambridge, short of the North Pole, 

but this is it.” He unraveled the cord to pull down the blinds. 

“No, leave it, if you will. I like to see the snow over the water.” Orlando had to shout 

as well, to be heard over the wind and at a room’s remove. The house on the river 

belonged to Rex Prefontaine’s mother—she’d come here as a child for long hot 

summers spent on the waters or down at the beach. She let her family have the use of 

it, but people rarely came between Thanksgiving and the spring equinox. Only visitors 

from foreign shores, who’d find a Massachusetts winter a novelty, dared to set out for 

a sojourn over New Year. 

“It’s fine for you to say ‘leave it’. You’re not standing in here, in a draught—you’re 

cosied up by the fire.” Still, Jonty left the blinds up. It had been a wonderful view out 

into the sunset, the last remnants of which still lingered on the horizon. 

“Then put on a thicker jumper or a scarf or something.” Orlando got up from his chair 

and came over. As soon as he opened the internal door, the cold hit him afresh. 

“Ruddy Norah, it feels like the arctic in here. Come back into the lounge like a 

sensible boy. Look at the snow from there.” 

Jonty, for once, obeyed his lover without a fight. “Do you think we’ll get a fresh fall 

today?” 

“I think it likely, given the colour of that sky. We could be stranded.” Orlando didn’t 

seem too worried. “We have fuel and, so long as the well’s accessible, water. You 

might run out of chocolate, though.” 

“I thought you said we’d always be able to get along the road to the general store. I 

quite enjoyed trudging up there this morning. So long as they’ve got chocolate I’ll be 

happy.” Jonty rubbed his hands before the fire’s glow. “And a telegraph, so we can 

keep home informed. Sorry, Mama, see you in April…” 

“You seriously don’t think we’ll be here all winter, do you? I have lectures to give. As 

it is we’ll be cutting it fine with the liner getting in so close to term starting.” Orlando 

was starting to worry now. 

“We should be fine. Should be. Mrs Prefontaine did say there was one winter when 

she was smaller when they’d had to resort to going out and shooting game to survive. 

Even great swathes of the river froze over and that’s tidal. The sea itself iced up at 

Scituate.” 

“I think you’re making that up to frighten me.” Orlando poked the fire, arranging the 

logs more neatly and efficiently for burning. “And I was so looking forward to seeing 

in the New Year here. Just the two of us and not a bagpipe within earshot. Romantic.” 

“I wonder how Mama and Papa are coping with Hogmanay without me?” Jonty 

sighed. This wasn’t just idle chat—he was clearly concerned that any Stewart New 

Year celebration without the youngest son present to enliven proceedings would be a 

dull and listless affair. 

“Having a whale of a time. You mother will have less to worry over this year, without 

the constant anxiety that you’ve whipped your underwear off beneath your kilt.” 

Orlando stretched out, delighted with his fire construction skills. Not too fiercely hot 

or too timidly cool—just the right quantity of heat being emitted. 



“I insist we sing Auld Lang Syne when the hour hand tips past the twelve.” 

“I’ll grant you that. Although maybe we should sing it now?” It was just gone five 

o’clock, and the New Year would already have hit Sussex. 

“No. Let’s lengthen the festivities—Papa would appreciate the idea of a Stewart 

representative extending the celebration over the global time zones. The sun never 

sets on Hogmanay and all that. Even though the sun seems to have given up here and 

it’s getting as black as your grandfather’s moustache outside.” Jonty snuggled down 

at his lover’s side. “I bet there’s not a person abroad out there now. Anyone with any 

sense is tucked up at home.” 

“You don’t regret not staying on at Rex’s?” A pang of guilt clutched at Orlando’s 

heart—it had been his yearning to come out here to the cottage, once they’d been 

offered the chance. They could still change their minds and somehow make their way 

back the ten miles north to the Prefontaines’ palatial house, if Jonty felt so inclined. 

“No. I had a lovely Christmas, even if the lack of mince pies—or anything else of a 

dried fruit nature—rather took the gilt off the gingerbread. Not that there was any of 

that, either. But I could do with some peace and quiet before we have to see the 

dunderheads again and I can’t imagine we’ll get that on board ship. Besides,” Jonty 

ran his fingers along his lover’s thigh, “we couldn’t have abused our host and 

hostess’s hospitality by flitting between rooms, could we? I’ve missed sleeping with 

you.” 

Orlando brought his lover’s hand to his lips, tenderly kissing then stroking it. They’d 

not been able to do this at the Prefontaines’, even though the youngest son of the 

house would have been happy to let them indulge the love they enjoyed. They weren’t 

sure if his parents knew the real extent of the relationship—personal as well as 

business—Rex enjoyed with Matthew Ainslie.  

And if they did know, and silently tolerated things, Jonty and Orlando wouldn’t have 

insulted their generous welcome with brazenly open displays of affection. 

Even at the Stewarts’ home, where Orlando was welcomed as a son-in-law in 

everything but legality and where they’d been assigned an incredibly discreet valet 

who’d ignore shirts left in the ‘wrong’ bedroom, they wouldn’t be so insensitive as to 

wander along holding hands or snogging under the mistletoe.  

It had even become a standing joke for Mr. Stewart to offer Orlando a sprig of the 

stuff to chase the kitchen maids with, even though he knew damn well that the 

opportunity would never be taken. At the very least it maintained the illusion for any 

other guests present.  

But now no such deceptions or proprieties had to be observed. If they wanted to kiss 

or hold hands or anything else in front of the fire—sprawling on the floor as they’d 

done the very first time they’d had anything like sex—then they were free to do so, so 

long as they pulled down the blinds and left everything as they had found it. No 

evidence of their love except fond memories they’d keep forever and inane grins 

they’d wear for the next day. 

“Come on!” Jonty suddenly leaped to his feet, sending Orlando sprawling and 

scattering his thoughts. “We can lounge here later. I want to make the most of the 

snow. While it’s crisp and even. Under the moon.” His voice had a wistful tone to it, 

so Orlando knew there’d be no protesting, even if he wanted to. The thought of 

donning layers of clothes and being out throwing snowballs, or just walking in the 

enchanting silvery light was too tempting to resist. And of course there’d be coming 

back afterwards, noses and ears raw with cold, and disrobing and having to warm up 

frozen appendages and… “Well, don’t take forever about it.” 



“Sorry.” Orlando didn’t add, “I was just thinking”. He’d used that line too often 

before and been met with a barrage of abuse about his overthinking everything. Jonty 

could always find enough fuel for his sarcastic fires without heaping it up and handing 

it to him on a plate.  

“It’s just so warm, being settled down here.” Orlando lifted his hand, for Jonty to take 

it and give him a tug. “Much obliged. Now, where’s my scarf?” 

They resembled less two fellows of a fairly distinguished Cambridge college than two 

strange ursine or maybe apelike creatures, oversized and overfurred, cutting great 

swathes through the snow in boots padded with four pairs of socks. 

“Sh.” Jonty lifted his hand, making Orlando stop in his tracks. They stood, listening to 

the unfamiliar sounds of winter wildlife west side of the Atlantic. 

“What is it I’m supposed to be hearing?” Orlando had always had less instinctual 

appreciation for the wild, not least because he’d not been brought up in a family 

where hunting and fishing and nights spent out in gardens under the stars seemed de 

rigeur. 

“Don’t use your ears. Use your eyes.” Jonty tipped his head towards a copse of trees, 

the bare branches stretched against the sky, silver and glittering with moonlight and 

rime. “Can you see it?” 

Orlando focused on the top of a great tree, one of indeterminate species now that 

winter had robbed it of its leaves, the only way he knew of putting a name to these 

things. “I don’t…Ah…” 

They stood transfixed, watching the great silvery brown shape resettle itself on a 

branch. An owl, the biggest specimen of the kind Orlando had ever seen, although 

perhaps exaggerated in size by the optically illusory effects of half light and his awe 

at such an unexpected sight. 

“I wonder if he’s been hunting? Although what he can find in this weather beats me.” 

Jonty’s voice was barely above a whisper. “Surely any self respecting small animal 

would be hibernating? Or at least tucked up warm for the night?” 

“Maybe he’ll have to live off short commons. Do they scavenge from dustbins or feed 

on carrion?” 

“I have no idea. We need Dr. Panesar here, or some other person equally expert on the 

ways of the animal kingdom. I’m sure he makes his way through to spring. The owl, 

not Maurice Panesar. Sh!” Jonty grabbed his lover’s arm, encouraging him to become 

quiet, although—as usual—it wasn’t Orlando who was making any noise. The owl 

had launched himself, great wings spread against the pearly, moonlit clouds, soaring 

over them as big—in appearance if not in reality—as some great primeval 

pteranosaur. 

“I feel truly honoured.” Orlando didn’t say more, nor did he expect an answer from 

his lover. They both knew how great the privilege had been to see such a sight. They 

walked on, not needing to hold hands or link arms to maintain a contact of mind and 

spirit, closer than many a courting couple who walked the lane arm in arm. 

“We’re bloody lucky,” Jonty said at last, bestowing Orlando a glorious smile then 

walking on again, crunching the snow and supremely happy. 

Of course they were lucky. Notwithstanding close encounters with murderers who 

seemed determined to include them in their killing sprees—or malicious letters or 

who knew what else—the last few years had been magnificent. Especially for 

Orlando. Poor, lonely, shy Orlando whose life had been greyer than the wintry 

skies—and just as cold and bleak—before the glorious sunshine of this son of Sussex 

had broken through, stealing his chair and his heart in the process. 



His reverie was broken as the first snowball of the night flew through the air and 

caught him square between the shoulder blades. Missiles and insults rained for the 

next ten minutes until a truce was declared and peace broke out among laughter and a 

brief tentative hug, one that might have passed for bolstering up someone sliding on 

ice, should anyone have been passing by. 

“Back to the cottage?” Jonty whispered. He didn’t need to elaborate on what the bland 

statement actually meant. Carnal activities in front of that fire, drinking in the New 

Year with champagne on stomachs full of contentment, hearts full of love and 

appetites for “anything else” satiated. Orlando picked up his pace, keen to be back 

indoors before the magic of the moment was lost. 

They laid a couple of rugs on the wooden floor, banked down the fire to reduce the 

risks of stray sparks hitting anyone’s backside, shut all the blinds, got everything 

ready. Usual preparations mixed with novel, both of them keen to make the most of 

what might be a once in a lifetime chance—conditions at once brazen and secluded, 

novel and strangely familiar (echoes of that first time). Warm yet with snow piled at 

the door and the elements outside determined to spoil the party. No light but firelight. 

No warmth but burning logs and the ardour of two passions. No music but the wind 

buffeting the eaves. No power but a joint affection, shared and synergistic. And in the 

end, the glorious climax, no words more than a simple “I love you,” “I love you too,” 

more eloquent and apt than any sonnet. 

“We’re late with our toast.” Jonty made to get up, but a restraining hand pulled him 

back into Orlando’s embrace. 

“Compared to Sussex we’re already behind. It can wait a while longer.” The warmth 

of two bodies against each other wasn’t to be discarded so lightly. “Anyway, 

champagne will make me muzzy headed.” 

“Then we should toast the New Year with cocoa and leave the champers for 

tomorrow. Or as a thank you for Mrs. Prefontaine.” Jonty laid his head on his lover’s 

chest, seeming now in no great hurry to move. “Happy New Year.” 

“Happy New Year. I have a feeling it’ll be a good one.” Orlando caressed Jonty’s 

firelit hair. 

“All our years together have been good ones.” 

“You are too soppy for words.” Still, Orlando smiled, holding his lover close for as 

long as possible. Eventually Jonty wouldn’t be restrained any more. He rose, still in 

nothing more than the suit his maker had created, poured them each a tot of port, 

shivering and hopping against the cold, and brought the glasses back to the fire’s glow 

and the comfort of a blanket. 

“We have to do this, or Mama will have our guts for garters. She’ll know. She always 

knows.” Jonty raised his glass to complete the proper observances. “To the year 

ahead.” 

“Indeed.” Orlando raised his glass. “To 1914.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


