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A Note on the Characters

The Snuffbox Affair

Being a Full and Frank Account of the Misadventures of Peregrine “Peregrine” Appleby, Esq., and His Valet Hedges, in the Matter of a Bejewelled Snuffbox, a Prize Marrow, and Various Other Catastrophes Too Numerous to List in a Single Subtitle

*by an Author Who Sympathises Deeply with the Afflictions of the Amiable Chump*

A Prefatory Note

The events herein described took place over the course of approximately four days in late August, in and around the village of Lower Swatting-on-the-Wold, Wiltshire, during which time no fewer than eleven misunderstandings occurred, three prize vegetables were imperilled, two engagements were nearly announced (one correct, one catastrophically wrong), a croquet mallet was employed in a manner its manufacturer had almost certainly not intended, and a quantity of jam was distributed across a Savile Row suit that had previously known only dignity and compliments.

The central figure in these events, one Peregrine “Peregrine” Appleby, emerged from them not substantially wiser than he had entered, but considerably more engaged to be married, which, in the judgement of those who knew him, probably amounted to the same thing.

His valet, Hedges, emerged with the quiet satisfaction of a man who has solved, in one elegant manoeuvre, seventeen problems simultaneously and been thanked for perhaps two of them.

The snuffbox was recovered.

The marrow, upon reflection, was not.
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Chapter One:
In Which Peregrine Appleby Demonstrates His Character, and Hedges Demonstrates Everything Else
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The morning sun fell upon the breakfast table of Peregrine Appleby’s Mayfair flat with the mild, apologetic quality of English sunlight in August, as though the sun itself felt it was imposing and would quite understand if one preferred it to go away. The room was a comfortable one, full of the sort of furniture that had arrived with the flat and had been there so long it had begun to seem like a geological feature rather than something one had purchased. A leather armchair of considerable vintage occupied one corner with the settled authority of an archbishop. 

Bookshelves ran along the eastern wall, populated in roughly equal measure by volumes on adventure, poetry, and the complete works of those sporting gentlemen who write six hundred pages about fly-fishing while making it sound like a metaphysical experience.

Peregrine Appleby sat at the head of this table—a young man of perhaps twenty-four, possessed of fair hair that perpetually arranged itself into an expression of mild surprise, and blue eyes that seemed always to be searching the middle distance for some explanation of how he had arrived at his present situation. 

He had the look of a person who has been startled recently and has not yet fully recovered, a condition which was, in Peregrine’s case, essentially permanent. He wore a silk dressing gown of a deep burgundy colour, which Hedges had laid out, because Hedges always laid things out in the morning. To Peregrine, clothes simply appeared where needed, like benevolent fungi.

He was reading the newspaper with the expressions of a man navigating a difficult foreign language—concentrated, occasionally puzzled, and prone to stopping entirely when something unexpectedly interesting came up.

“I say, Hedges,” said Peregrine, lowering the paper so that only his hair was visible above it, “it says here that a chap in Shropshire has taught his ferret to open letters.”

“Indeed, sir,” said Hedges.

Hedges stood near the sideboard with the precise stillness of someone who has mastered the art of being present without being intrusive. He was a man of perhaps fifty, with a face that had long since settled into an expression of such complete and tranquil composure that it might have been chiselled from Portland stone by a sculptor working on the theme of “Serenity Confronting Chaos.” He had the sort of eyes that seemed, always, to have already considered every possible outcome of a situation and arranged them in order of preference. He held the silver coffee pot with the comfortable authority of a conductor holding a baton.

“Do you think that’s difficult?” Peregrine asked. “Teaching a ferret things, I mean?”

“I imagine it requires a certain quality of patience, sir.”

“I wonder if I could teach Geoffrey to do something useful.” Geoffrey was Peregrine’s spaniel, who was at present under the table engaged in a philosophical investigation of his own left paw. “He could fetch the paper, perhaps.”

“Geoffrey has, on several occasions, fetched items from the garden, sir. The difficulty lies less in the fetching than in determining which items he considers eligible.”

Peregrine considered this. Last week Geoffrey had fetched, in sequence: a garden fork, a neighbour’s hat, and what appeared to be an entire begonia. The week before, he had brought in a shoe that did not belong to anyone in the flat and whose origins remained a mystery.

“Fair point,” said Peregrine. He returned to the newspaper. A minute passed. “I say, it also says here that Lord Featherington’s famous snuffbox—the one with the rubies on it—is going to be presented as the prize at the Lower Swatting-on-the-Wold village fete. Aunt Drusilla is organising the whole thing, apparently. Beastly for her. And for everyone else.”

Hedges permitted himself the very faintest inclination of his head that might, under very specific lighting conditions, have been construed as a wince.

“Lady Mountjoy is, I believe, President of the Society for the Moral Uplift of the Rural Poor, sir. The village fete falls within her remit.”

“Yes, well. I suppose someone has to do it.” Peregrine turned to the sports pages. “Still. Glad I’m not going.”

A brief silence fell, of the quality that Hedges had learned to recognise as preparatory.

“Your aunt’s letter arrived this morning, sir. I placed it beside the marmalade.”

“Ah.” Peregrine looked at the letter, which was sitting beside the marmalade with the calm of something that already knew it had won. It was written on heavy cream notepaper in a hand so forceful that the pen had nearly gone through to the other side.

“I don’t suppose it’s just a social note.”

“I believe it is not, sir.”

Peregrine opened the letter with the wariness of a man defusing something. He read it through once, and then again, his expression travelling through several distinct stages of dismay.

“She wants me to come down to Lower Swatting for the fete,” he reported. “She says—wait for it—that I have been ‘idling about London at considerable expense’ and that it would ‘do me no earthly harm’ to show willing at a rural event. She also says she has arranged for me to read a poem at the opening ceremony.” He put the letter down. “Hedges.”

“Sir.”

“She wants me to read a poem. At a fete. In front of people.”

“So it would appear, sir.”

“You know about my poetry career.”

“I am, naturally, aware of its arc, sir.”

Peregrine’s career as a freelance poet had lasted approximately four months and had resulted in three poems published, two publications going into receivership shortly afterward (a coincidence that Peregrine chose to regard as unconnected), and one memorable public reading at the Ploughman’s Literary Society at which the host had asked Peregrine, mid-poem, whether he was feeling quite well.

“I can’t possibly go,” said Peregrine.

“No, sir,” said Hedges, in a tone that contained the same gentle certainty as a tide.

Peregrine looked at the letter again. Then at Hedges. Then out of the window at the mild Mayfair morning.

“When does the eleven-fifteen to Lower Swatting leave?”

“Eleven-fifteen, sir. I have taken the liberty of packing the summer trunk, should you decide to go.”

“Of course you have.” Peregrine pushed back his chair. “Right. Well. Lower Swatting it is. What could possibly go wrong?”

Hedges did not answer this, which, in Hedges’s communicative vocabulary, was as close to a comprehensive answer as one was likely to receive.

[image: ]

There are men for whom valet-hood is merely an occupation, and there are men for whom it is a vocation, a spiritual calling, a path toward the kind of serene mastery that monks seek in monasteries and philosophers seek in quiet rooms. Hedges was of the second variety. 

Before entering the service of the Appleby family—first the elder Mr. Appleby, now the younger—he had spent twelve years as a cryptographer for the Naval Intelligence Service, during which time he had broken codes of considerable ingenuity and coordinated the activities of no fewer than seventeen agents simultaneously. He had not found this especially taxing.

The management of Peregrine Appleby, he had once remarked to his predecessor (in the only conversation on the subject he had ever permitted himself), presented challenges of a different order. Not greater, exactly, but—more continuous. A code, once broken, was broken. Peregrine’s capacity for generating novel situations appeared inexhaustible.

What Hedges had, in abundance, was what might be called prospective competence: the ability to perceive, at a distance of several moves, exactly how a situation would develop and to place himself, and the necessary solutions, at exactly the point where they would be needed. Peregrine never arrived at a crisis to find Hedges unprepared. Peregrine never arrived anywhere, actually, to find Hedges unprepared. This extended to umbrellas, train tickets, explanations for aunts, and, on one famous occasion, a complete change of formal wear introduced at a breakfast, just in time to prevent Peregrine from attending a garden party at Kensington Palace in a dressing gown, which he had not noticed he was still wearing.

He began packing the summer trunk at seven o’clock that morning. He did not know, at seven o’clock, that the journey to Lower Swatting would involve a snuffbox, a magistrate’s daughter, a midnight excursion into a marrow patch, and the near destruction of a flower arrangement that Lady Mountjoy had spent three weeks constructing. He did know—because the letter had arrived the evening before and he had read it, as he read all correspondence entering the flat, before deciding whether Peregrine needed to see it immediately or could be eased into the information at breakfast—he did know that Lower Swatting-on-the-Wold was currently the site of the village fete, that Sir Barnaby Blenkinsop was a resident, that Lady Mountjoy was in full organising mode, and that Peregrine had a talent for finding the one small element in any orderly situation that, when displaced, caused everything else to follow.

He packed the grey flannel suit, the cream linen, two dinner jackets, and the waterproofs. He also packed, without having been asked, the small leather-bound volume of reference poetry that Peregrine might conceivably be induced to read aloud in preference to his own compositions. He did not mention this to Peregrine. He would produce it at the appropriate moment.

He was, in this regard, not unlike a chess player who sets out the board at the start of each day and begins, quietly, to think several moves ahead.

[image: ]

Gareth Tollimache—universally known as “Tippy,” an appellation of obscure origin that had attached itself to him at school and never let go—was waiting at Paddington Station when Peregrine arrived, which was a source of both relief and mild apprehension. 

Tippy was Peregrine’s best friend in the way that a cheerful explosion is the best friend of a quiet afternoon: reliably present, enthusiastic, and responsible for the kind of results that require subsequent explanation.

He was a young man of approximately Peregrine’s age, with an open, trusting face that Nature had arranged in an expression of permanent goodwill, as though he had never encountered an idea he didn’t think deserved a fair hearing. He was a member of the Junior Idlers Club, an institution whose membership requirements included visible means of support that required no visible effort, and an inability to take anything seriously that, in the wrong light, could be mistaken for depth of character. He was currently wearing a hat that Peregrine had never seen before, which appeared to be sealed at the brim with some kind of wax.

“Peregrine!” he cried, in the manner of a man greeting a returning expedition. “You got the Aunt summons too?”

“I did,” said Peregrine. “What on earth are you wearing?”

Tippy touched his hat with pride. “Waterproof monocle prototype, mark three. The hat is collateral.” He lowered his voice. “The monocle keeps fogging up when it rains, d’you see. I’ve  been working on a beeswax seal for the inner rim. The hat is for field testing the principle.”

“What principle?”

“That wax repels water while retaining optical clarity.” Tippy beamed. “Come on, I’ll tell you about it on the train. I’ve  got the drawings.”

Peregrine looked at Hedges, who was arranging the luggage in the manner of a man who has resigned himself to working with the available materials.

“Did you pack anything for weather?” Peregrine asked.

“Your waterproofs are in the blue case, sir.”

“Splendid.” Peregrine squared his shoulders. “Right. Into the breach.”

The train pulled out of Paddington at eleven-eighteen—a modest delay attributed to a gentleman who had attempted to bring a folding bicycle into a first-class carriage and had not quite finished the argument about whether it counted as “personal luggage” by the time the whistle blew. Tippy spread his technical drawings across the table and began explaining the principles of waterproof optical engineering with the energy of a man who has been waiting for an audience. Hedges sat in the corner with a newspaper or appeared to. Peregrine suspected Hedges read newspapers the way a general reads a map: quickly, completely, and with an eye toward operational relevance.

Outside the window, London gradually undid itself and became countryside—hedged fields, stands of oak, the occasional manor sitting in its park with the air of something that had been there long enough to stop noticing the weather. Peregrine found himself, as he always did when heading out of London, in a state of mild anticipatory alarm. Something always happened when he left London. The city had, over the years, provided him with a measure of protective anonymity. The country, by contrast, was everywhere someone who knew him.

“I say,” said Tippy, who had run briefly out of monocle material and was now looking out the window, “are you worried about your aunt?”

“Moderately,” said Peregrine.

“She’s terrifying,” said Tippy, with the equanimity of a man acknowledging a well-established geological fact. “Saw her at Bimbo Farquhar’s engagement party. She told the caterer his canapés were ‘morally questionable’ and he cried.”

“She has that effect,” Peregrine agreed. “The thing is, I have to read a poem. At the fete.”

Tippy absorbed this. “One of yours?”

“She hasn’t specified. But she will assume. She always assumes. Last Easter she assumed I’d memorised ‘The Deserted Village’ to read at the church social, and when I hadn’t, she gave me a look that I feel may have physically shortened my life.”

“Could Hedges write you something?”

Both of them looked at Hedges, who did not look up from his newspaper.

“I am not, regrettably, a poet, sir,” said Hedges.

“No,” said Peregrine. “No, of course. We’ll manage somehow. We always manage somehow.” He paused. “Why is that, exactly?”

“Because Hedges manages it, old boy,” said Tippy cheerfully. “That’s what he’s for.”

Hedges turned a page of his newspaper with the poise of a man who has been complimented in precisely the wrong way and has decided that no response is the correct response.

The train arrived at Lower Swatting Halt at one-fifteen. The station—if that was quite the word for a platform, a ticket window, and a small wooden structure that appeared to double as storage for gardening equipment—was decorated with bunting in preparation for the fete. 

A hand-painted sign reading “WELCOME TO THE 34th ANNUAL LOWER SWATTING FETE” had been mounted, at a slight angle, above the ticket office. Someone had added, in smaller letters at the bottom: “Gates Open 10am Saturday. No Dogs. No Bicycles. No Modern Ideas.”

“That’s Blenkinsop’s work,” said Tippy, studying the sign. “He adds something every year. Last year it was ‘No Jazz Music.’ Year before, ‘No Continental-Style Hats.’”

Peregrine looked at Tippy’s wax-sealed hat.

“You may want to keep that on the down-low.”

“It
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