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      Amy Myers was born in Kent. After taking a degree in English Literature, she was director of a London publishing company and
         is now a writer and a freelance editor. She is married to an American and they live in a Kentish village on the North Downs.
         As well as writing the hugely popular Auguste Didier crime series, Amy Myers has also written five Kentish sagas, under the
         name Harriet Hudson, that are also available in ebook from Headline.
      

      
      Praise for Amy Myers’ previous Victorian crime novels featuring Auguste Didier, also available in ebook from Headline:

      
      ‘Wittily written and intricately plotted with some fine characterisation. Perfection’ Best

      
      ‘Reading like a cross between Hercule Poirot and Mrs Beeton . . . this feast of entertainment is packed with splendid late-Victorian
         detail’ Evening Standard

      
      ‘What a marvellous tale of Victorian mores and murders this is – an entertaining whodunnit that whets the appetite of mystery
         lovers and foodies alike’ Kent Today

      
      ‘Delightfully written, light, amusing and witty. I look forward to Auguste Didier’s next banquet of delights’ Eastern Daily Press

      
      ‘Plenty of fun, along with murder and mystery . . . as brilliantly coloured as a picture postcard’ Dartmouth Chronicle

      
      ‘Classically murderous’ Woman’s Own

      
      ‘An amusing Victorian whodunnit’ Netta Martin, Annabel

      
      ‘Impossible to put down’ Kent Messenger

      
      ‘An intriguing Victorian whodunnit’ Daily Examiner
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      About the Book

      
      Only a dinner of first-class excellence can tempt the Prince of Wales to endure the ordeal of being the president of the Society
         of Literary Lionisers. And he ensures this by insisting that the year’s highlight, the banquet at Broadstairs, will be cooked
         by master chef Auguste Didier.
      

      
      Broadstairs is famed not only as a seaside resort but also as the holiday haunt of Charles Dickens – the author the Society
         has chosen to lionise for the year of the Prince’s presidency. The banquet, attended by six Peggottys, two Betsy Trotwoods,
         a couple of Little Dorrits, a Scrooge and a Mr Pickwick, not to mention a highly emotional Miss Havisham, passes off well
         – but the readings that follow do not. In the middle of the murder scene from Oliver Twist, the reader Sir Thomas Throgmorton
         collapses and dies.
      

      
      It is soon realised that he has been poisoned, and Inspector Naseby of the local constabulary believes Didier’s banquet is
         to blame – after all, what can you expect when a foreigner cooks the food? Luckily Inspector Egbert Rose of Scotland Yard
         is on hand to help Didier’s investigations to prove his innocence of this most heinous of accusations.
      

   



      
      
      

      
      For my mother

      
      and in memory of my father

      
      upon whose shelves

      
      I first met Mr Dickens

   



      
      
      Author’s Note

      
      Broadstairs today is very much the same delightful place as when Auguste Didier visited it, and the Royal Albion Hotel with
         its Dickensian history flourishes in Albion Street. The latter’s inhabitants in this novel, however, are fictitious, as is
         the Imperial Hotel.
      

      
      My gratitude for their help is due to Mr Peter Roger (Royal Albion Hotel), Mr Alan Robinson, and the staffs of Lenham, Broadstairs
         and Margate Public Libraries; among written sources to Cedric Dickens’s delightful Dining with Dickens (Elvendon Press, 1984); to Natalie Greenwood who so expertly sketched the Imperial Hotel for Inspector Rose; to my mother
         for her help on Victorian dress; and to my agent Dot Lumley and editor Jane Morpeth for their constant enthusiasm and support.
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      Chapter One

      
      ‘Who,’ screamed Auguste Didier in anguish, ‘is responsible for this?’ His six apprentice pupils cowered, as he regarded in despair the ornate silver platter and the creation it bore.
      

      
      ‘In five minutes, mes amis,’ he continued grimly, as the culprit showed no signs of admitting his or her guilt, perhaps because none of the six could
         see anything amiss, ‘the Prince of Wales will be dining on this – this – abomination.’ He pointed a finger of scorn at the
         chicken stuffed with foie gras and truffles from Perigord. ‘Le Maître Escoffier created Poularde Derby as a tribute to His Royal Highness, and you choose to make a mockery of his dish. That pupils of the Auguste Didier School
         of Cuisine could descend to such abomination!’
      

      
      ‘What’s wrong with it, Mr Didier?’ asked James Pegg stolidly; he was braver than the rest, a slow-thinking Englishman of thirty
         who saw no harm in calling a Poularde Derby a Chicken with Liver.
      

      
      Auguste glared at them. ‘The jelly,’ he said shortly, amazed that it was not immediately obvious.

      
      ‘Oh, that was me, Mr Didier,’ said Alice Fenwick gaily.

      
      ‘You, Mademoiselle Fenwick?’ Auguste was bereft of adequate words. Of all of them, he looked to Alice for attention to detail.
         She had a gift of competence rivalled by few, perhaps instilled into her by her upbringing as an army officer’s daughter,
         Auguste had decided. But then even Homer nods and even he, Auguste Didier, had occasionally been guilty of even quite major sins, such as insufficient attention to the importance of the pudding in English cooking.
         ‘This horror is from your hand? I do not call it an aspic. It bears no resemblance to one.’ He regarded the bonny-faced Alice
         sternly. Surely she must be aware of the enormity of her error? True, her heart was unhappy. His attitude softened in fellow
         feeling.
      

      
      ‘It’s only a garnish, Maître,’ announced Algernon Peckham superciliously.

      
      ‘Only’ was not a word to use to maître chefs, particularly not to Auguste Didier. ‘Only a garnish,’ he repeated through gritted
         teeth. ‘Only the most important part of the dish, only the garland to proclaim the arrival of the boar’s head, only the candles
         that heralded a feast by Monsieur de La Reynière himself, only the chief advertisement of delights to come. By its garnish
         shall ye know the dish,’ he thundered. ‘Meat jelly, Mademoiselle Fenwick, should merely coat the back of the spoon in consistency.
         The end result should not bounce as does Monsieur Pegg’s blanc-manger; it should be as tender and yielding as a woman’s arms,’ he proclaimed, carefully and speedily removing the offending blobs
         of jelly and replacing them with more croutons bearing slices of foie gras. ‘Never forget that, mes amis.’ He added a last Madeira-soaked truffle. ‘Voilà. Let it depart. Maître Escoffier shall have no reason to be ashamed of his creation.’ Auguste gave the signal to the two
         footmen clad in the bright blue livery of Gwynne’s Hotel. Nothing subdued for Emma Pryde, its flamboyant owner.
      

      
      Dear Emma. He had been unable to disregard her plea to take over her kitchens for the evening in order to cook this very special
         dinner given for the Prince of Wales, for she herself had been laid low by the unbecoming illness of chickenpox.
      

      
      Gwynne’s Hotel in Jermyn Street alternated between a raffish reputation and one of sobriety with a hint of daring. The attendance of the Prince of Wales was a boost to the latter, especially as on this occasion His Royal Highness would be
         dining, not discreetly in a very private room with a lady of his choice as in days of old, but making a more public entrance
         with the ultra-respectable members of the Society of Literary Lionisers. Only a dinner of first-class excellence could tempt
         the Prince of Wales to endure this ordeal for all he was the Society’s president for this year of 1899, and this Emma, at
         the request (and generous payment) of the Lionisers, had guaranteed. Unfortunately not even Emma could ignore her spots to
         superintend the kitchens with her usual authoritarian rule and so Auguste had agreed to come to her aid on one condition.
         He could not work with unknown staff; he would bring in the six pupils from his cooking school. In his innocence, he now thought
         grimly, he had assumed this would be both a credit to him and good experience for them.
      

      
      Now he despaired. Had he done right? For the Society of Literary Lionisers, he was not concerned. For the Prince of Wales
         he was. His spirits rose slightly as he cast his eyes over the empty dishes coming back from the preceding course, the soup,
         the sole à la Batelière, the grouse pudding remove, the other entrées. Perhaps there was hope yet. With the pragmatism of the true artiste, Auguste
         promptly dismissed the departed chicken from his mind, and turned his attention to the now urgent approval of entremets, both sweet and savoury.
      

      
      But his heart was not fully in it. It seemed to him that his life must surely be a failure. Yesterday, 24 July 1899, had been
         his fortieth birthday, and how had he spent it? Alone and a failure. True, he had kept his slim figure; true, his dark eyes
         could be used to great effect as when they cast their spell over the kitchens of Stockbery Towers, and true, his career was
         considered by many outstanding. Yet now he must face the fact that in six months he, the master chef, could not teach pupils how to make a correct clear aspic. And for it to be Alice at fault, of all people! Commercial gelatine.
         Never would he have believed her capable of it. It must be his fault. Yet how could a heart that was sad produce the heights
         of a chefs art? Tatiana – no, he would not think of his black-haired dark-eyed Russian princess, so nearly for one tantalising
         moment within his grasp, only to flutter beyond it for ever. Even Natalia – he winced. No, he must devote himself to his art,
         alone. Never again should woman darken his heart – or commercial gelatine his store cupboard.
      

      
      His thunderous face alarmed his pupils.

      
      ‘Everything is correct, ja?’ enquired Heinrich Freimüller anxiously. The oldest of the class, in his early fifties, he often protectively appointed
         himself sheepdog to his five colleagues.
      

      
      Auguste cast his eye over the entremets: a small crayfish salad, a timbale de macaroni à la Mazarin – and what difficulties that had caused. In vain he had argued with Emma that His Royal Highness disliked such starch-filled foods. Emma had merely smiled
         in her maddening way and pointed out that she was an expert in what the Prince of Wales liked in everything. To which he had no reply.
      

      
      There was a Charlotte Romanov – no mere Charlotte Russe for tonight but his own receipt (with vodka) in honour of his patron
         the Grand Duke Igor of Russia, who had made it possible for Auguste to leave his employment at Plum’s Club for Gentlemen,
         albeit with much regret, and to launch the Auguste Didier School of Cuisine in a house in Curzon Street. It had been a rare
         fit of generosity initiated, had Auguste but known it, not by Igor himself in gratitude for Auguste’s help in the unfortunate
         happenings that had dogged the Grand Duke’s last season in Cannes, but prompted by Natalia Kallinkova who had danced her way
         out of Auguste’s life with some guilt.
      

      
      
      And, lastly, there was a pièce montée of the royal coat of arms in meringue and spun sugar, a triumph of the confectioner’s art.
      

      
      ‘Thank you, Miss Dawson,’ Auguste commented appreciatively. How strange that such exotic delights should prove to be the skill
         of Miss Emily Dawson, a former governess in her late twenties. Where in her previous dismal existence looking after the children
         of others could she have acquired the art of creating such exotic desserts? Not in nursery fare that was for sure. True, the
         wistfulness in her eye suggested dreams far beyond a governess’s role, and perhaps for this reason she had joined the school.
      

      
      ‘Monsieur Soyer was of the opinion,’ observed Algernon Peckham, ‘that one should never attempt to astonish guests with any
         extensive wonders of nature or art in the matter of eatables.’
      

      
      Auguste flashed him a look of pure dislike. ‘Thank you, Monsieur Peckham,’ he snapped. ‘Monsieur Soyer however was not called
         upon to entertain the Prince of Wales, who was, fortunately for him, still in the nursery then.’
      

      
      Peckham’s addiction to the sayings of Alexis Soyer was a perpetual thorn in Auguste’s side, even more annoying than his conspiratorial
         attitude with Auguste when discussing the cuisine of France, to which he considered a two-week visit made shortly before the
         commencement of the course entitled him. How, Auguste often reflected, could he have had the misfortune to alight on a disciple
         of Alexis Soyer for his class: nay, not only a disciple but a fanatical devotee, against whose dicta, though he had been dead
         over forty years, all Auguste’s pronouncements had to be measured. Alexis Soyer, master chef to the Reform Club, feeder of
         the poor, inventor of soup kitchens for the famine-stricken Irish, caterer to rich and poor alike, saviour of the Crimea,
         inventor of the Magic Stove, creator of the splendours of the Gastronomic Symposium of All Nations at Gore House, had dogged Auguste’s footsteps. With his own maître to whom he had been apprenticed in Cannes, Auguste Escoffier, he enjoyed
         a happy friendship, but Soyer, taking advantage of the fact that he was dead and thereby immortalised, meanly still sneaked
         up on him to cloud his days. To see him reincarnated in a jaunty, pretentious young man such as Algernon Peckham was the last
         straw. He tried hard to be charitable, to tell himself that Peckham was only twenty-three, but charity came hard when an aspiring
         Soyer silently criticised his every dish.
      

      
      The school had been operating for six months now, and he counted himself fortunate in his first six pupils. All of a high
         standard, and a mixture from all walks of life, all co-operating together dedicated to the high calling of food. Four men,
         Heinrich Freimüller, from the German embassy, James Pegg, the tall and burly son of a veterinary surgeon, the pretentious
         Algernon Peckham, so anxious to conceal the fact he was a butcher’s son, a fact made obvious from the first time he cut a
         joint of meat, and Lord Alfred Wittisham, Emma Pryde’s amiable and somewhat vacuous protégé, who had come to Auguste at her
         urging. He announced disarmingly that as there seemed nothing else he could do, Emma thought he might be good at cooking.
         To his own surprise as well as everyone else’s, he turned out to be extremely good at it.
      

      
      Two women, Alice Fenwick (who had resolved to become a new Emma Pryde and Lady Wittisham into the bargain) and Emily Dawson,
         completed the group. The latter two were much of an age, but to the onlooker this was not apparent. Twenty-nine year old Alice,
         bright-eyed, pretty and good-humoured, made a strange contrast to the quiet Emily whose only relapses into animation tended
         to be sparked off by references to her grandmother’s vast repertoire of home remedies.
      

      
      An odd mixture and, he was bound to admit, an unexciting one. But then so seemed many recipes at first, Auguste thought. It took the art of a master chef to create an exciting
         unity out of uninteresting ingredients. Yet here he had not achieved it. He sighed. Yes, he needed a holiday, lest here too
         he saw only failure.
      

      
      ‘Nein,’ roared Heinrich Freimüller. ‘What are you doing, Fraülein?’ His usual joviality deserted him as he turned to see Emily
         Dawson in the act of applying a tacky mess of cream to his dessert. ‘My Nesselrode pudding do not need cream!’ he shouted.
      

      
      ‘There’s nothing like a nice bit of Chantilly,’ said Emily unusually firmly. ‘And I’m responsible for garnishing the desserts.
         I know about desserts.’
      

      
      ‘This is not garnish. This is desecration. It is ruined. Carême did not demand cream in his receipt, nor Francatelli, nor
         even your Miss Acton. No, only Miss Emily Dawson demands cream.’ His voice rose in a wail of frustration, as he pounded the
         table in anger.
      

      
      Emily burst into tears and dropped her cream bag on top of the Canapés de Prince de Galles, where it spat out globules of cream on top of the anchovies and gherkins.
      

      
      ‘My canapés,’ screamed Algernon Peckham, clutching his head. ‘This is what happens when you let governesses into the kitchen,’
         he stormed at Emily.
      

      
      ‘You can’t talk to a lady like that,’ said Lord Wittisham, shocked, offering an impeccable handkerchief to Emily.

      
      Alice Fenwick glared.

      
      ‘Only a butcher’s son could say such a thing,’ sobbed Emily, goaded out of her usual timidity.

      
      Algernon turned red at this double attack on his pedigree, and opened his mouth to retaliate, but was frustrated by Auguste’s
         frenzied: ‘Les anges,’ called forth not in supplication for external and higher assistance, but from the smell of burning. Alfred Wittisham promptly
         detached himself from Emily and rushed for the stove, colliding with his two admirers, Alice Fenwick and James Pegg. The latter acted as a sort of bulldog protector to his lordship, who had won
         his devotion quite accidentally by inviting him to dine at Plum’s under the impression that Clubland was James Pegg’s usual
         evening haunt. At the moment James’s chief object was to protect his lordship from the attentions of Alice Fenwick, whether
         through jealousy at his own rejected suit at the hands of Alice, or an altruistic desire to preserve his lordship from matrimony
         was not clear. In any case, it was immaterial, since his lordship, oblivious to these efforts on his behalf, had matrimonial
         plans of his own, unknown to any of his fellow pupils.
      

      
      In silence the six apprentices of the Auguste Didier School of Cuisine regarded the three ruined entremets, while their maître stood by unable to speak through shame. But, rising to emergency, Auguste dexterously dressed the Nesselrode
         with marrons glacés to hide the white smears of removed cream, arranged the cream on the canapés to resemble a recent brainwave on the part of
         a master cook and despatched a fresh set of angels on horseback to the frying pans.
      

      
      ‘A chef,’ he told his pupils severely, ‘must be at all times prepared for disaster.’

      
      The immediate damage was repaired, but Auguste’s worries were not so quickly dispelled. For six months they had worked together
         in apparent amicability, and now suddenly it seemed to be breaking down. Perhaps they all needed a holiday. And thank goodness they were just about to have one.
      

      
      It had been an inspiration on his part to go away with his class on a Fish Fortnight. It was July, and so they would combine
         the pleasures of work with those of a holiday. They would go where all the English went in the summer: to the seaside. What
         fun it would be. He had never been to The Seaside in the sense in which the English used it, and he was eager to try its delights. To the French, it was a strange idea to wear odd clothes, to watch marionettes when this could
         be done equally well in the Tuileries jardins, even odder to climb into clumsy damp bathing machines, where one changed into unbecoming, vulgar garments, and was pulled
         by a large horse into the water. Why not take the waters in more elegance at an inland watering place, argued the French,
         where respectable food might be obtained and enjoyed with the comforting thought that any unhealthy humours resulting from
         it might be disposed of the following day at the spa?
      

      
      Nevertheless, Auguste Didier was willing to try all experiences, and he wished to see what this Seaside was like. Moreover
         the Bank Holiday Monday would occur while they were there. He had passed many bank holidays in his years in England, but these,
         he had been told by dear Egbert, were a mere nothing compared with one spent at The Seaside. Very well, he would go. And moreover
         they would have the advantage of being able to cook with fish freshly caught from the sea, bought from the local fisherman
         or from local markets. What pleasures were in store there. No tired, flabby, dull-eyed offerings, as so often found in London.
         No more smoked fish, so prevalent in the cities. But fresh John Dory, fresh crabs—
      

      
      ‘Mr Auguste,’ a voice broke in on his musings, ‘what’s the Prince of Wales like when you meet him?’

      
      ‘A flounder,’ replied Auguste dreamily.

      
      The sight of Alice’s surprised face brought him back to reality. Auguste blushed. He had been guilty of absent-mindedness
         in the kitchen. How often had he reproved his pupils for this heinous crime. He brought his full attention back to the important
         matter in hand: food. Broadstairs must wait.
      

      
      Interesting touch, this cream. Several floors above them the Prince of Wales was giving due attention to the canapés named after him. He did not appear to be doing so, for he had long
         cultivated the art of apparent courteous attention to his companions, while musing to himself on far more enjoyable subjects.
         For once, however, he did allow his thoughts momentarily to be deflected to the matter on hand. Why on earth had he allowed
         himself to be elected honorary president for the year? Literary Lionisers indeed. It didn’t seem too much of a chore when
         you dictated a letter about how pleased you’d be, and so on, but just see where it could end up. It wasn’t all Poularde Derby. Far from it. What it meant in the end was that you couldn’t arrive at Goodwood in decent time for the start tomorrow, and
         then you had to be dragged away hard on the heels of Cowes, deprived of celebrations at the Royal Yacht Club for what must
         undoubtedly be a victorious week for Britannia. All to go to some bally literary dinner. Dickens indeed. And at Broadstairs of all places, which he always associated with
         Mama, since she was always going on about what fun it had been in her youth. Fun! Not a good game of baccarat anywhere. Thank
         heavens, he’d be leaving for Marienbad shortly. Mind you, they didn’t have angels on horseback at Marienbad. Not like these
         anyway. He concentrated on food again. That Poularde Derby took him right back to his own younger days and Monte Carlo. He
         sighed. He was getting on he supposed. Nearly sixty. His Monte Carlo days were over. Thank heavens Poularde Derbys went on
         for ever. My word, but this chef was good.
      

      
      He shuddered at what Broadstairs might produce. Glancing round the table at the six committee members of the Literary Lionisers,
         he had little faith in their ability to ensure a tolerable Brown Windsor, let alone a Poularde Derby; it must have been Emma
         behind tonight’s fare. A good chap she’d hired. What a group these were. The young woman had possibilities perhaps, and that
         young fellow, for all he had the cheek to wear a short dinner jacket. Where the devil did he think he was? America? In all these societies it
         was the old ’uns ruled the roost, though. Right and proper too, except when it came to matters affecting Albert Edward’s stomach.
      

      
      ‘You will truly enjoy the evening, Your Royal Highness,’ trilled one frightful-looking woman. He’d a notion he’d met her husband
         once, poor devil. Something in the city. ‘Especially the readings after the banquet. Such a pity you cannot arrive for the
         afternoon walk around Broadstairs. Where he trod and laid his head, you know.’ She lowered her voice in appreciation of this year’s hero. ‘Our English Watering Place,
         he called it. Oh, how he loved it. As you would too, sir. Would indeed you could attend for the whole week?’ Her voice rose in enthusiasm, while
         the Prince of Wales hastily made a note to make sure that Mama invited him to lunch at Osborne on Sunday and that his yacht
         Osborne (tactfully allotted the same name) arrived well after the appointed time for the afternoon torture.
      

      
      ‘Indeed a pity, madam,’ he sighed. ‘A most worthy writer, Mr Dickens.’

      
      ‘My own tastes are for Thackeray,’ put in a rounded gentleman who, for all his preferences, resembled Mr Pickwick in girth.

      
      For once Albert Edward, his mind still running on the glories of the food of Auguste Didier, picked up the wrong word, and
         was about to enquire whose chef Mr Thackeray might be, but was saved from this unfortunate gaffe by the intervention of the
         Society’s chairman, Sir Thomas Throgmorton.
      

      
      ‘I myself,’ said Sir Thomas pompously, ‘consider Mr Dickens a giant who stands alone. Imagine a series of readings from Thackeray.’
         The Prince of Wales could not. ‘Compare this to the gamut of Mr Dickens from the immortal Pickwick to the majesty of Bleak House. From the humour of Scrooge to the savage glories of Oliver Twist. I myself,’ he coughed deprecatingly, ‘shall be reading from this dramatic work after the banquet.’ A repressed snort from
         ‘Mr Pickwick’, as the Prince had mentally named Thackeray’s advocate.
      

      
      ‘You are always so brave,’ said That Woman in hushed tones, though with a slight note of sarcasm, so it seemed to the Prince.
         He brightened up. A little bit of discord in the hen coop sometimes cheered these events up. ‘It was,’ she informed the Prince
         sweetly, ‘the reading from Oliver Twist that is supposed to have led to his death.’
      

      
      ‘Whose death?’ asked the Prince bewildered.

      
      ‘The Great Man’s,’ explained That Woman. ‘His doctors advised him that the strain of these readings was too much for him,
         but he persisted. His public came first.’ She wiped a tear from her eye with a lace handkerchief. A hurmph of a snore greeted
         her remark. The Prince of Wales turned a frosty eye on the offender, as he awoke from his peaceful refuge. Albert Edward took
         a dim view of social lapses in his presence, even from elderly gentlemen.
      

      
      ‘I myself,’ intoned That Woman remorselessly, ‘in the character of Agnes Wickfield, shall be reading from David Copperfield.’
      

      
      The Prince of Wales in a rare fit of flight of fancy thought the literary lady from The Pickwick Papers might suit her better, but his air of polite approval did not betray this for one second.
      

      
      ‘And you, madam?’ He bent his eye with relief on the decent-looking female, who answered complacently:

      
      ‘I shall take The Death of Little Nell, sir.’

      
      ‘The harrowing scene from The Old Curiosity Shop. You will recall, sire, the American public crowded at the quayside as the ship arrived from England with the latest instalment
         demanding to know whether this brave child still lived,’ added the young man.
      

      
      Albert Edward looked at him sharply. Did he detect a note of parody in his voice? Perhaps so, for there was a distinct edge
         to Sir Thomas’s voice, as he quickly replied: ‘A natural death, of course. Unlike my death of Nancy at the ruthless hands
         of Bill Sikes.’
      

      
      This literary conversation was getting too much. A spark of annoyance crossed the Prince of Wales’ face, just as Sir Thomas
         added: ‘At Broadstairs, sir, you will hear of murder. A most foul and harrowing murder.’
      

      
      Auguste sank back in relief. It was over. He and his pupils sat down around Gwynne’s largest kitchen table to partake of their
         own supper before vacating the premises to allow Emma’s staff to embark on the somewhat less rewarding task of washing up.
         Normally Auguste would insist on this being done by his pupils, even himself, but this evening was different. They were guest
         artistes. Each of his pupils was now engaged on silent appraisal of how successful the others’ dishes had been. An ill-assorted
         group they might be, Auguste thought, but, he put it to himself in all modesty, they were at one in appreciation of the standard
         of cuisine which only Auguste Didier could impart to them. Cooking had made strange kitchen-fellows, however. Who would have
         thought that that somewhat vacuous but patrician Lord Wittisham would befriend the stolid and definitely non-patrician James
         Pegg? Although the slowness of Pegg’s movements concealed the intelligence of his brain, Auguste suspected. His thoughts were
         speedily removed from such considerations as the door opened with a crash, and seven pairs of startled eyes turned to the
         newcomer.
      

      
      ‘Ah, it is only Monsieur Sid,’ said Auguste resignedly.

      
      ‘Sorry, Mr Didier.’ Sid, or Mr Sidney Hands, to give him his full name, dressed for the evening in the livery of Gwynne’s Hotel, was Auguste’s general factotum at Curzon Street, a nineteen-year-old from Stepney. Normally a lively eel,
         under everyone’s feet and in everyone’s way, this evening he had been detailed ostensibly to remain on duty at the doors of
         the suite, but in fact to report on the company’s reactions to the delights before them.
      

      
      ‘One of ’em said I was like Sam Waller, Mr Didier,’ Sid offered cheerfully. ‘Who’s ’e? I’ve ’eard of Lewis Waller.’

      
      ‘Weller, Sid, not Waller. And Mr Sam Weller is not related to the eminent and popular actor. He is a character from Dickens.’

      
      ‘Dickens.’ Sid was struck by a happy thought. ‘That wuz ’oo they was talking about up there. Some banquet they’re going to
         have. ’E’s a writer, ain’t ’e? Saw one of ’is plays at the penny gaff once. The True Story of Oliver Twist. It wasn’t ’arf long – took twenty minutes. There wuz only me left in the place at the end and I wuz only there, ’cos I was
         with—’
      

      
      ‘Enough of your romantic revelations, Sid,’ said Auguste sternly, well aware of the reason for the popularity of penny gaffs.
         ‘Kindly tell us what comments you heard about the food.’
      

      
      But Sid was not to be deflected now. ‘They said there was to be a murder, Mr Didier.’

      
      Murder! Auguste was oblivious to the gasps from his pupils as they interrogated Sid. The word murder made him recoil. All
         too often murder had appeared in his life. At Stockbery Towers, at the Galaxy Theatre, at Plum’s Club for Gentlemen; it had
         even followed him to his native town of Cannes. And see how it had ended there! He firmly dispelled the spark of misery at
         the thought of Tatiana, lost to him for ever. It was true that in exchange murder had brought him the warm friendship with
         Inspector Egbert Rose of Scotland Yard, and his wife, dear Edith, but at what price.
      

      
      
      ‘I wonder what it’s like to murder someone?’ Algernon was murmuring as he elegantly sipped soup.

      
      ‘I shall have great pleasure in finding out, Mr Peckham,’ said Auguste exasperatedly, ‘if you retain that disparaging expression
         whilst partaking of my Consommé à la Prince de Galles.’
      

      
      ‘You’ve investigated quite a lot of murders haven’t you, Mr Didier?’ Alice regarded him admiringly. ‘I read about you in the
         Harmsworth Magazine. The new Auguste Dupin, they call you.’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ said Auguste shortly. Not the great cook, no, just a penny-halfpenny detective. Not even one in his own right, but
         merely ‘a new Dupin’. For this he was to be renowned. At times it gave him great pleasure, for it was indeed true that his
         powers of detection were extraordinary, but this was not one of those times.
      

      
      ‘You must be very clever,’ said Emily timidly.

      
      ‘Non,’ said Auguste, pleased. ‘Ah, perhaps just a little, for it is like cooking, you understand. You have the ingredients, the
         evidence. You put them together, you stir them, you have the solution – voilà the dish is ready. It is a matter of logical deduction, plus a little bit of the extra genius of the detective, or the cook.
         I am a maître chef of detection,’ he ended grandly.
      

      
      ‘Yer a marvel, Mr Didier,’ commented Sid cheerily. ‘His Nibs up there liked that chicken thing you sent up,’ he added, recalling
         at last his duty for the evening. ‘I expect that’s what he wants to tell yer.’
      

      
      ‘When?’ asked Auguste bewildered.

      
      ‘Now, I s’pose. ’E asked to see yer. ’Course,’ he flung after Auguste’s retreating figure, rushing wildly out of the door,
         hurling imprecations behind him that did not betoken well for Sid on his return, ‘it might be because ’e thought it was orf.’
      

      
      The Prince of Wales, already hatted, cloaked and walking-sticked, was leaving. He had reached Gwynne’s foyer when Auguste’s figure hurled itself to stand to attention by the
         door.
      

      
      ‘So you’re the cook?’ Albert Edward paused. Pity his punctuality wasn’t as good as his cooking. Nevertheless: ‘Fine supper,
         fine supper. That Poularde—’ The Prince of Wales paused. His brows knitted. ‘Haven’t I seen you somewhere before?’
      

      
      ‘In Cannes, Your Royal Highness. The – er – cricket pavilion,’ Auguste murmured apologetically.

      
      The royal eyebrows shot up. Albert Edward had no wish to be reminded of that most unfortunate episode.

      
      Their eyes met in unspoken agreement to drop the subject.

      
      ‘You run a cooking school, so Mrs Pryde tells me.’

      
      ‘Yes, sir.’

      
      ‘No French holidays this year, eh?’

      
      ‘No, sir. We are about to leave for a Fish Fortnight Holiday of Instruction. At Broadstairs.’

      
      Royalty regarded Auguste Didier thoughtfully. ‘Broadstairs, eh?’

      
      Inspector Egbert Rose of Scotland Yard turned over a pile of files in his small office in Scotland Yard overlooking the Embankment.
         He was pleasantly happy. July was no month to be working in the Factory; July was a time to be out enjoying those blue skies.
         And in three days he would be. Meanwhile he had the enjoyable task of handing all these old chestnuts over to Twitch, or Sergeant
         Albert Stitch, to give him his correct title. Let him earn his eagerly desired promotion if he could with this lot. Rose chuckled
         evilly to himself.
      

      
      He was looking forward to his two weeks’ holidays in Ramsgate though, and was even more pleased now he knew Auguste would
         be in next-door Broadstairs. Edith had wanted to take rooms, even do her own cooking, but at that Rose had rebelled. He didn’t want any landlady cooking dinner for him, and he certainly didn’t want Edith cooking herself.
         That was part of what a holiday meant, to get away from Edith’s cooking. Moreover he looked forward to partaking of some of
         Auguste’s cooking – thank goodness holidays, for Auguste, did not involve abstinence from the kitchen range.
      

      
      Twitch strutted in, rather like something out of a Gilbert and Sullivan chorus, Rose decided, eyeing his subordinate amusedly.
         Pity that he was invaluable in some ways, otherwise he’d have him out of his department quicker than a three-card trickster
         off the steps of the Athenaeum.
      

      
      ‘Are you ready to hand over the files, sir?’ Eagerness barely concealed, twitching at the nose.

      
      Rose glanced down at the gems Twitch was so eager to take under his control: report from Special Branch on the supposed setting
         up of a German naval spy ring, latest juicy wanted criminals list for the Paris Surété. He had no great faith in Inspector
         Chesnais’ not having confused victim and suspect. Nothing much new here anyway. It was notable that the theft of a necklace
         formerly belonging to Madame de Pompadour from the château of the Comte de la Ferté (thief thought to be English) took precedence
         over the recent mysterious death of William Hugget, circus performer (thought to be murdered by one of his colleagues, all
         British). It certainly took precedence over the death of a thirty-year-old groom, Joseph Smith, in Bordeaux, believed to be
         a murder by the wife (both thought to be English), the quite definite murder of three young ladies for gain of person and
         possession by an unknown hand (thought to be English) in Brittany, and the murder of a chef in Grenoble by one of his apprentices
         (two of whom were English); these last three cases had by now accumulated as much metaphorical, if not literal, dust over
         them as his own ‘dead crimes’ files. Theft of Madame Pompadour’s necklace indeed. No more burglaries for him. The last one led him to Cannes, and a whole heap of problems. A nice spy or murder and you had something
         to go on.
      

      
      ‘Here you are, Stitch – and welcome to ’em. When I get back,’ Rose added straightfaced, ‘I expect to see progress.’ Progress?
         He hadn’t made any himself for months on those files, and Stitch knew it.
      

      
      His face glowed with enthusiasm. ‘You will, sir,’ he said smugly. ‘You will.’ Modesty was not his strong point.

      
      Rose left the Factory a happy man, a man about to be set free from investigation and care, a man shortly to leave for Ramsgate.

      
      The house in Curzon Street retained its elegant appearance outside, but inside the whole of the basement and ground floor
         had been converted to kitchens. The ground floor formed Auguste’s teaching area, the basement was for the pupils’ own experiments.
         The first floor housed a library, and here Auguste lectured his pupils on the theory of cookery. The rest of the house was
         his own domain, a far cry from his former lodgings in King Street. From time to time one or other of the pupils remained overnight,
         even Alice on occasion, though she had remained disappointingly aloof. It had not been a tribute to his charms.
      

      
      On this Wednesday morning, the so-called Isle of Thanet, in particular its seaside resorts, was as much in the air in Curzon
         Street as at Scotland Yard. Messrs Carter Patterson would shortly be calling for the advance luggage. The card had been placed
         in the window in ample time, the first visible statement that the holiday season was here. Most of the pupils’ luggage and
         Auguste’s was in the hall, ready to go. Even Sid’s modest baggage managed to appear in time. Essential kitchen equipment had
         also been lovingly packed under Auguste’s anxious supervision. Much would be provided in the house he had rented in Broadstairs,
         but he could not expect a rented house to possess sufficient refrigerators, bains-marie, salamanders and salad basket. Ah, but this
         all took so much organisation, and his pupils thought his fees were expensive! They were cheap. Besides, you could put no
         price on art.
      

      
      ‘Where is the boning knife?’ he cried.

      
      ‘Don’t worry, Mr Didier, I’ve got it,’ came Alice’s reassuring voice.

      
      ‘Mademoiselle Fenwick, happy the man who marries you,’ said Auguste fervently.

      
      He saw Alice blush slightly, as she glanced at Alfred Wittisham. He wished her luck, but privately doubted Alfred had even
         noticed. Besides, had he not seen his lordship dining at the Savoy with a young lady recently? A somewhat large young lady,
         in personality as well as size, beside whom Alice in her subdued grey poplinette working dress would stand little chance.
         He had been visiting Maître Escoffier, and Alfred and his companion had seemed deep in conversation – if ever Alfred could
         be said to be deep in anything.
      

      
      The sound of the door knocker boomed through the house. ‘There is the excellent Mr Carter Patterson,’ exclaimed Auguste thankfully,
         tired of clambering over boxes and baggage.
      

      
      But it wasn’t Carter Patterson that greeted Sid. Outside was a carriage, not over-ornate but one unmistakably marked with
         the arms of the Prince of Wales.
      

      
      On the step a soberly clad gentleman in black tail-coat and dark grey trousers was handing a missive to Sid, which was speedily
         removed by Auguste, who had come quickly up behind him.
      

      
      ‘I am to wait,’ announced the visitor, stepping inside, and averting his gaze from the luggage that took up nine-tenths of
         the space.
      

      
      ‘You are not Carter Patterson?’ enquired Auguste unnecessarily.

      
      
      Eyebrows were raised. ‘No, I don’t believe I am. I am—’

      
      But there was no need for Auguste to listen, for he had seen, with a strange, sinking feeling, the royal coat of arms on the
         seal of the letter. He ripped it open with scant respect for the thick cream paper hand-made in the Maidstone mills.
      

      
      Seven pairs of eyes fixed on him interestedly, crowding him in the narrow hallway. Word had gone round about the carriage.

      
      ‘It seems,’ announced Auguste slowly, looking up at his pupils at last, ‘that—’

      
      ‘Your reply, Mr Didier,’ interrupted the courier courteously but firmly. ‘I take it I may tell His Royal Highness you accept?’

      
      Auguste bowed his head in acquiescence, and the door closed behind the envoy.

      
      ‘It seems,’ Auguste said in a voice heavy with foreboding, ‘that our Fish Fortnight holiday is to be interrupted. His Royal
         Highness has com— requested that we should cook the banquet for the Society of Literary Lionisers on Saturday week. Apparently,
         Sid, the event to which you heard them refer is to take place at Broadstairs.’
      

      
      ‘Murder, Mr Didier?’ asked Sid eagerly.

      
      ‘No,’ said Auguste hastily. ‘The Grand Dickens evening. I am to see the chairman Sir Thomas Throgmorton to discuss the menu.’
         He managed a wan smile. This was not going to be the carefree seaside holiday he had imagined. ‘Very well,’ he continued melodramatically,
         ‘but I shall tell this Sir Thomas that if I, Auguste Didier, sacrifice part of my holiday to this banquet of which I am in
         charge, then I am to be in complete control. We, mes amis, shall do everything. We shall shop, we shall prepare, we shall wait, we shall clear, at least on the Prince of Wales’s table. This way and this
         way alone we are assured there will be no disasters at Broadstairs, unless,’ he added grimly, ‘you forget yourselves as happened
         yesterday evening.’
      

      
      
      For all his brave words, however, Auguste remained sunk in gloom, even after Carter Patterson had called to alleviate his
         mind of one problem. What unfortunate luck that this wretched banquet should occur at Broadstairs of all places! Normally
         the words ‘wretched banquet’ would never emerge in juxtaposition from Auguste’s lips, but just now holiday had an even more
         attractive sound than banquet. Last time he attempted to take a holiday it had ended in disaster. True, this time, for all
         Sid’s prognostications – goodness knows what he thought he’d heard – murder could surely not again take the stage, but all
         the same, cooking for, he gathered, sixty people, was not the best of all possible ways of spending a holiday weekend.
      

      
      For the Prince of Wales, he would do it. He would achieve miracles no matter what the fare. He felt no enthusiasm for Mr Dickens
         himself. He had read with some difficulty several of his novels in his youth, since his English mother was a champion of his
         works. Reading of the rookeries of London, however, amid the green fields of Provence redolent with the perfumes of Grasse,
         the words made little impression on him save that they were too long and, for someone struggling with the English language,
         distinctly tedious. The great Mr Dickens had taken a tumble in Auguste’s estimation, and it was years before he read another,
         inveigled into doing so by a stage performance of Nicholas Nickleby. Now he enjoyed the novels. Even so, he did not understand this English habit of making clubs for everything. A society just
         to appreciate literature? Would respectable Parisians form a society to appreciate Flaubert and travel to eat in a town he liked? Why not eat in Paris?
      

      
      No matter. This was an English form of enjoyment. Like the seaside. The dinner would be but a brief interlude, one dinner
         to be cooked and then the rest of the holiday to enjoy, with the smell of the fresh fish early in the morning. He smelled
         again the fish markets of Paris and of the fishermen of Cannes. The smell of the sea. His spirits began to rise. He looked at the boater and blazer lying on his bed, ready to
         be packed in his hand case. He tossed the boater in the air, caught it, and executed a little dance with it. Away from cares
         and dull everyday grind. He was going to The Seaside.
      

   



      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      The noble Society of Literary Lionisers had come into being almost twenty-five years previously, founded by a group of gentlemen
         who, indignant at being unable to gain admittance to the Literary Club, convinced themselves that the proud traditions of
         Dr Johnson’s Club were being eroded. The Society set itself the modest ambition of instilling in the masses, or such masses
         as could afford their membership fee, a greater appreciation of the works of the literary giants of Great Britain, with a
         passing acknowledgement to the achievements of less favoured nations. Alas for good intentions: the Lionisers found their
         ideals somewhat more difficult to sustain than they had supposed and, moreover, since lovers of literature are not necessarily
         noted for their organisational abilities, the committee in particular suffered from squabbling and undercurrents no less vicious
         for their being somewhat concealed than they had been in former times when David Garrick was so brutally blackballed from
         Johnson’s Club.
      

      
      Only the presence of the Prince of Wales had prevented the passions of the present committee from overspilling into open warfare
         during their dinner at Gwynne’s. The committee numbered six, an awkward number for efficient functioning, but the founders
         of the Society had blithely assumed that between men of culture no quarrel could possibly arise that could not receive amicable
         resolution.
      

      
      Although the monthly meetings held at St George’s Hall or the Savoy Hotel fulfilled the original aims of the Society, the committee meetings held in a private suite in nearby Gwynne’s
         Hotel most definitely did not. Occasionally, especially since the appointment of Mrs Langham and Mr Michaels, accord was achieved
         without verbal bloodshed. However, the meeting to which the six members were now making their way was, they all knew, not
         going to be one of those occasions.
      

      
      Each year a literary figure was chosen (by the committee) as the Lion of the Year. For twelve months the members would study
         the works of the great man (or, occasionally, woman), listen to learned authorities discussing his work and to actors declaiming
         it, and endeavour to instill in various dignitaries the overwhelming case for statues, monographs, busts and commemorative
         china, and, most importantly, the need for preservation of buildings and places known to and described by the current Lion.
      

      
      The highlight of the Society’s year was the Week of the Lion. En masse, the Society would descend on his ‘Lair’, the haunts
         where the Lion had roamed in fact or in his imagination on his pages, in order more fully to appreciate his every word, and
         to ensure that his homestead and/or other locations described by him were being maintained in the proper respectful spirit.
      

      
      At first the choice of the Lion of the Year had been sacrosanct; now, regrettably, impure considerations were creeping in
         to his selection. Before he received the accolade of the Society, it was necessary that thought should be given as to whether
         he had been sensible enough to reside in or describe in his works a suitable venue for the Week of the Lion. A particularly
         zealous committee had one year lit upon Daniel Defoe as a subject, thereby consigning the Society to a choice of a week’s
         holiday in Stoke Newington, an unknown desert island, or a Tour through the Whole Island of Great Britain. The following year,
         Lord Byron, with his more enticing prospect of foreign travel, was hastily selected by a more practically minded committee.
      

      
      Obligingly, Mr Charles Dickens presented no such problem. After some anxious debate as to whether the location for the Week
         of the Lion should not more suitably be Rochester, it was unanimously decided that Broadstairs, with a day visit to Rochester,
         would be blessed with the Society’s presence. This discreet resort, presenting none of the disadvantages of crowded Ramsgate
         or merry Margate, was a highly suitable venue and Mr Dickens was silently congratulated by the committee for his convenient
         choice of watering place. True, he had ceased to visit it long before his demise, having complained it was spoiled by increasing
         numbers of visitors and, even worse, the noise made under his windows by itinerant musicians in the streets, but forty years
         on people were more accustomed to such annoyances.
      

      
      The overriding concern of the committee this evening, however, which threatened to tear the Society apart and indeed bring
         about its entire disbandment, if certain threats were carried out, could not be laid at the door of Mr Dickens. It was next
         year’s Lion who was to blame: Mr William Shakespeare. He had been selected as the obvious choice of Lion for the prestigious
         year of 1900, the first year of the new century (despite vigorous argument on this point in the columns of the press). The
         Society’s year conveniently began on Shakespeare’s birthday, 23rd April, St George’s Day, and the chairman’s four-year reign
         being at an end, Sir Thomas Throgmorton would have stepped down and a new chairman preside over the day’s festivities.
      

      
      Or would he?

      
      ‘To Gwynne’s, Hobbs.’

      
      Sir Thomas Throgmorton had gazed, displeased, at the usual dusty roadway exacerbated by the hot dry weather and summoned his
         carriage. It might only be ten minutes’ walk from his Mayfair home to the hotel, but for this all-important meeting, he needed to present himself impeccable in both appearance
         and argument. He had half the committee on his side (counting himself). He frowned. Perhaps he had made a mistake in alienating
         Gwendolen? Surely she would not waver in his support, however? How could he have foretold what illusions the foolish woman
         was harbouring? He had had no choice but to act as he did. Beddington would be sure to support him. After all, Throgmorton
         told himself, he had right on his side. His years as a manager of an international bank had taught him the value of that.
         True, there was a small flaw in his argument, but with luck no one would see it. People would overlook anything, however obvious,
         if you were confident enough of your case – or appeared so. He’d learned that in banking too. Perhaps even Angelina would
         see the justice of his case, if he put it to her once more. He had found her dissension quite inexplicable. When they were
         married, he would gently and firmly make this plain to her.
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