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      I first came into contact with the inhabitants of Tilling at university, and I am afraid at that time much of Benson’s subtlety and wit went over my head.

      However, Mapp and Lucia have been a constant part of my life ever since I rediscovered them a few years after leaving college, and they formed my specialist subject for Mastermind (2019/20 season).

      I confess to never having seen the BBC series, but I discovered the McEwan/Scales/Hawthorne DVDs in a shop in a visit to Rye in 2010 or so. I had no idea that they had been on TV, since I had been living in Japan for over twenty years at that time I discovered them. Despite their occasional departure from the script, I still find them to have captured the spirit of Tilling.

      Here I have attempted to do the same, with the characters, who, although I thought they were well-known to me, continue to surprise me with their thoughts and speech and actions. Not just the major characters of Mapp, Lucia and Georgie, but all of the Tilling “gentry”, who end up being so much more than caricatures of themselves.

      Benson’s narrative style is hard to imitate, even though putting words into the characters’ mouths is relatively easy. Since the words of so many Tillingites fail to express their actual thoughts, Benson often has to insert a little narrative barb to provide his readers with some guidance, lest they naïvely take the speaker at his or her (most often her) word.

      Little paradoxes and ironies abound, such as Elizabeth Mapp’s use of a handkerchief to conceal the fact that her eyes are not, in fact, filled with tears. Benson’s use of these is much more subtle than that of Oscar Wilde, for example, whose wit (as he himself acknowledged) often simply consisted of reversing a popular phrase or saying. In the Riseholme and Tilling books, these reversals and paradoxes are much more closely tied to the characters who speak them, and are used, not so much to demonstrate the cleverness of the author, as to bring the idiosyncrasies of the character into sharper relief. For this reason, these little barbs must be more than mere verbal tricks.

      Special thanks are due to the Mapp and Lucia group on Facebook who have encouraged me to hope that this little offering will not be completely unpleasing to you. I am hoping that it will not be my last such visit to Tilling, as there is so much more to write about. So, dear ones, I will not bid you farewell at this time, but Au reservoir.

      
        
        Hugh Ashton, Lichfield, 2020
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      “Time, like an ever-rolling stream, bears all its sons away”. Elizabeth Mapp-Flint, as she sang these words as part of the choir of the Sunday morning service at Tilling church, reflected to herself that Time also bore away its daughters. Her current thoughts were chiefly concerned with one such daughter, namely herself.

      For, although she had long since – indeed, for nearly half a century – known of its approach, the imminent arrival of her fiftieth birthday was preying on her mind. A number of related matters presented themselves to her for her attention, and as she automatically sang the words of the hymn and sat for the sermon, she mulled them over to herself.

      Firstly, there was the problem of her age. Without having committed herself outright, she had, ever so delicately, put it about that she had been born several years after the date on her birth certificate. If she wanted to commemorate the half-century of the world’s being favoured by the presence of Mrs Elizabeth Mapp-Flint, or Miss Elizabeth Mapp, as she had been styled until only a few years previously, those missing years would have to be explained away. At present, she was unsure how this might be managed, but there was no doubt in her mind that managed it would be.

      Next, there was a glorious vision of a chance to outshine Lucia on the occasion of the celebration she was envisaging. Lucia, she remembered, had placed fifty-one candles on the cake that was presented to the guests to mark her fiftieth birthday. Very well, Elizabeth would have fifty-two. There would be no question of Elizabeth providing the quantities of wine that Lucia had served to her guests on that day, but the money saved by the production of the famous ancestral and economical “cup” (a bottle of white wine and quantities of ginger and soda water) would come in handy for the purchase of several hen lobsters, to be used in the production of lobster à la Riseholme. The expression on Lucia and Georgie Pillson’s faces when they tasted the dish would more than compensate for the extravagance.

      Lastly, but by no means least in her thoughts, she had a specific reason in mind for making it known that she had now reached the state of riper years. A few years ago, Lucia had been created Mayor of Tilling, and Elizabeth was of the strong opinion that her (Lucia’s) seniority in terms of chronological age had outweighed her (Elizabeth’s) seniority as the doyenne of Tilling society when it came to selecting the first citizen of Tilling. Through the act of publicly proclaiming her age, Elizabeth was certain that this added dignity would ensure her appointment as the next Mayor, entitled to walk in processions wearing the most fetching robes, preceded by the Town Crier bearing the Municipal Mace, and pointed out and photographed by tourists as the embodiment of English civic tradition.

      These matters having been duly dealt with, Elizabeth sank into a pleasurable reverie regarding the birthday gift that she would demand – no, she would not demand, but gently suggest to Benjy that he present to her to mark the start of her sixth decade of life. She was awakened from visions of sable coats (vulgarly opulent, and in any case far beyond the reach of Major Benjy’s purse) and a week in Monte Carlo, when she heard the Padre intoning “And now to God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Ghost”.

      With a start she realised that she had not heard a word of what he had been saying for the past (she glanced surreptitiously at her watch) twenty-three minutes, thereby depriving her of the pleasure of criticising the sermon to all and sundry over the course of the coming week.
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      At breakfast the next morning, Elizabeth called her husband’s attention to the picture hanging on the wall behind him.

      “Much as it reminds me of dear Aunt Caroline,” she said with a reflective air, “it does not seem a suitable subject for our dining-room.”

      Major Benjamin Mapp-Flint turned to view the offending work of art. It was hard to say how his wife could see any resemblance to her aunt, with the painting depicting as it did a near naked Saint Sebastian regarding the arrows that threatened to turn him into a human porcupine with an expression of disdain mixed with boredom.

      “Don’t see why it reminds you of your aunt,” he remarked, slicing the top off his boiled egg. “Nothing like the photographs I’ve seen of her.”

      “Naughty boy,” Elizabeth scolded him playfully. “It was left to me by Aunt Caroline as a family heirloom together with Mallards, where we would still be living, if it weren’t for those odious schemes of Lucia’s.” She forced a pretty little catch into her voice at the mention of Mallards, but Benjy had learned by experience that this was a diversionary path best left untrodden. Instead, he continued to gaze at Sebastian, who stared back unblinkingly.

      “Do you know,” he said after a while, “I don’t remember seeing that picture before.”

      This was hardly surprising. The painting in question, a nineteenth-century copy of a painting hanging in a dusty corner of the Uffizi and attributed to an anonymous pupil of Andrea del Sarto, had hung in an unused spare bedroom of Mallards, and following the move to Grebe, had stayed in its packing chest until the previous evening, when Elizabeth had removed one of her own watercolour landscapes and hung Sebastian in its place.

      “Oh, you men!” she laughed mirthlessly in an ascending minor key. “But I forgive you,” she added magnanimously. “It takes a woman’s taste to make a home, after all.”

      “Well, I don’t like it there, either,” he hastened to assure her. “But what will you put in its place? One of your watercolours would look nice there.”

      Elizabeth appeared to consider this for a moment, and shook her head. “No, sweet of you, Benjy-boy, to suggest that one of my little efforts would fit the bill, but I think something more striking, and more expressive of the character and personalities of the present occupants of this house, would be suitable. A painting that speaks of the character of the inhabitants.”

      She watched with interest as he mentally assembled the bricks that she had presented to him into an edifice.

      “A portrait, perhaps?” he suggested.

      She laughed gaily and dismissively, thereby signifying her approval of the idea.

      “And it’s your birthday coming up, isn’t it, Liz? Say no more.” He tapped the side of his nose in what he took to be a significant manner.

      Ah, the final keystone of the arch was now in place. Pleased with what had turned out to have been an easy morning’s work, she encouraged him to pile his toast extravagantly with butter and marmalade. Indeed, if it had not been for the early hour, she would have poured him a whisky and soda with her own hands.

      The truth was that, after dear quaint Irene Coles had painted her portrait of Lucia, which Elizabeth had been instrumental in persuading the Council to reject, Elizabeth had been insanely jealous of the fact that a recognised artist – the creator of the Royal Academy’s Picture of the Year, no less, had seen fit to depict Lucia in solitary splendour. It was true that Elizabeth and Benjy formed key elements of Irene’s “Birth of Venus”, which had been acclaimed by eminent critics on both sides of the Atlantic, but there was a satirical and mocking element about the painting, which had made itself slowly apparent to Elizabeth once the first flush of excitement had worn off.

      A portrait by Irene of Elizabeth Mapp-Flint, whether or not it included Benjy-boy, would go a long way towards soothing the feathers that had been ruffled by Irene’s paintbrush. Satisfied that matters were proceeding satisfactorily, she countermanded the scrag end of mutton that was to have been their lunch, and replaced it with lamb chump chops.
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      Major Benjamin Mapp-Flint was proud of the intuition that had led him to interpret Elizabeth’s wishes so accurately. If the truth were to be told, he was somewhat excited at the thought of the portrait. So she wanted a portrait of her husband, did she (for in his mind, it was only right and proper that if there were to be only one portrait, it should be of the man of the house)? Very well, it would be the best possible painting that Major Benjamin Mapp-Flint could procure.

      He was due to meet the Padre at ten at the links for their golf, but decided to telephone him instead, pleading a sore throat that he was sure presaged influenza, and postponing their game indefinitely.
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