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      This is the third Mapp and Lucia pastiche that I have produced – and it has taken me longer to write it than it took to write the other two, partly because it does in fact contain more words, and partly because of personal family matters.

      There is another reason why this particular book took longer to produce – it was more difficult to write.

      Writing a prequel is in many ways more tricky than writing a sequel. Characters are already defined in the originals, and though in a sequel it is possible to develop a character and add changes to the previously written personality, it is not as easy to write a character radically different to the original who will then magically metamorphise into something different when he or she makes his first appearance in the original. Briefly, characters in a prequel must be truer to the originals than in a sequel.

      In the case of Lucia stories, writing about Riseholme is more difficult than writing about Tilling. The setting and characters are not as sharply drawn – after all, Riseholme and its inhabitants appear in the entirety of only one book (Queen Lucia) and almost in passing in two more (Lucia in London and Mapp and Lucia). By contrast, Tilling society has over three entire books devoted to it. There is therefore less ore available from which a writer may extract the gold, though the quality of the gold is equal to that which my be mined from Tilling.

      However, the absence of Elizabeth Mapp-Flint (née Mapp) does deprive the writer of a rich lode of material. I found, however, that Mrs Jane Weston can be channelled relatively easily, and that her long rambling discourses were quite easy for me to write. Perhaps I was copying my maternal grandmother’s style of conversation, which in many ways echoed that of Mrs Weston.

      Very special thanks to my friend Victoria Yardley, who took the trouble to read through what I had innocently assumed was a print-ready manuscript and found more tarsome infelicities and outright errors than I ever would have imagined to exist. All remaining misteaks are mine.

      Writing light social comedies in the time of a pandemic-induced recession might seem to some to be inappropriate, or even somewhat heartless. However, it appears that the first two offerings filled a need for more Tilling stories than E.F.Benson originally produced, and according to most readers who gave their opinion, I hit several nails on the head in terms of setting, characterisation, and plotting. I am delighted to have given so much pleasure to so many through these books.

      I trust that this slice of Riseholme life can do the same in its bringing to life of several events that were mentioned in the original books, but were never described in the detail that they deserve.

      So, I bid you au reservoir, until the next time.

      
        
        Hugh Ashton

        Lichfield, 2020
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      Mrs Emmeline Lucas had been heard on more than one occasion to complain that the number of hours in the day was insufficient.

      “Another two or three,” she remarked, “would allow me to do more than the little I achieve now.”

      To which, her husband’s customary reply was, “But Lucia mia, you do so much already, it is hard to know what else might be accomplished.”

      The use of the Italian phrase to address her was a consequence of the couple comprising the Lucas family of Riseholme letting it be known that they conversed with each other in Italian on a regular basis. For la Lucia, meaning the wife of Lucas, or simply Lucia, as she had become known to the quaint little village where they lived, was a true adept of all that pertains to culture, be it literature, music, painting, or drama. Italian, being the language of the arts, must perforce be her language of choice, though she reconciled her use of humdrum everyday English with the thought that it was the language of the divine Bard of Avon.

      Accordingly, Lucia’s husband, though he pleaded before the Bar as Philip Lucas, was Italianised in Riseholme as Pepino, and he answered readily enough, albeit in English, when so addressed. Though he cheerfully acknowledged the superiority of his wife with regard to the production of music and watercolour painting, he himself was no stranger to the arts, with prose poems, typically composed on abstract and lofty subjects, forming his contribution for posterity.

      Their dwelling, The Hurst, consisted of three cottages, joined together and extended in a resolutely Elizabethan style and overlooking the village green. Those parts of the building which were reportedly of the time of Good Queen Bess were made even more so redolent of that age, and those proclaiming themselves as being of a later vintage were replaced by more modern substitutes, cunningly disguised to appear as old, if not older, than the genuine articles.

      Inside, though modern conveniences such as electric light and modern forms of heating existed, the overall impression of the house was that the creator of Hamlet could have walked into the dwelling and felt himself at home. Indeed, the guest bedrooms were named after the plays and the characters that he had brought to life on the stage.

      Not only the house, but the garden also showed the influence of Shakespeare on the lives of Lucia and Pepino – a whole border was devoted to those flowers listed by Perdita in The Winter’s Tale, and other literary references were scattered throughout the flowers, engraved on stone tablets.

      When Lucia was not busy with practising the works of noble Beethoven or delicious Mozart on her grand piano, or studying the works of the literary masters in English or Italian (the latter with the aid of a crib and a dictionary), she was often to be found in the garden, enjoying her flowers, and planning entertainments, such as garden-parties, musical evenings, or tableaux and charades, for the amusement of her neighbours.

      Though some might consider Riseholme to be a sleepy backwater, those who lived there were constantly kept on the boil with the excitement generated by the actions of the other inhabitants, and the activity, not to mention the gossip, that resulted from these, filled their days.

      Lucia, who by her natural talents, with the aid of her determined efforts, had made herself acknowledged as the leader of social activity in Riseholme, was responsible for most of these crazes, though she sometimes faced a little competition from others, chiefly Daisy Quantock, who also resided on the green, overlooking the village ducking pond (sometimes referred to by the vulgar as merely “the duckpond”) and the site of the village stocks, which had been rescued and were scheduled for presentation to the village by Lucia and Pepino. Despite the occasional minor rebellions by Daisy, sometimes encouraged by her husband Robert, it was generally admitted that the crown of Tilling rested firmly on Lucia’s head, and that it would take little short of a full-blooded Bolshevik revolution to dislodge it.
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      One spring day, Lucia was digging in her garden with a view to enriching the soil around her roses. She had begun this exercise somewhat light-heartedly, but soon found herself beginning to tire of the stooping and bending involved.

      The arrival of her neighbour and closest friend in Riseholme, Georgie Pillson, gave her a welcome excuse to straighten her back, and she did so with a sigh of relief.

      “Georgino mio,” she exclaimed. “Any news?” The first part of this little speech was an allusion to the notion that the Lucases included Georgie Pillson as an integral part of their Italian circle. The second part was a common greeting in Riseholme. By ‘news’, the inhabitants of this quaint village did not signify the everyday business of the nation. Of infinitely more importance than recent speeches by the Prime Minister were matters such as whether Daisy Quantock had or had not taken up some new form of diet, or a report on the details of old Mrs Antrobus’s new ear-trumpet. Such matters were of great interest to Riseholme and could provide topics of conversation for several days on end.

      Since their separate arrivals in Riseholme some years earlier, Lucia and Pepino having made their move some two months after Georgie’s settling in the village, the Lucases and Georgie Pillson had become great friends, finding common areas of enjoyment in music, painting (both Lucia and Georgie painted pretty little watercolours) and other artistic endeavours; not to mention an intense interest in the doings of other Riseholmites. It had been only a matter of days before the ‘Mr Pillsons’ and ‘Mrs Lucases’ had become ‘Georgies’ and ‘Lucias’. Indeed, it was hard to think of Georgie as ‘Mr Pillson’. His real age, although a guarded secret, was by common consent estimated to be higher than the publicly proclaimed value, but his perpetual air of youth (aided, whispered a few, by the application of certain liquids to the hair), had earned him the right to be ‘Georgied’ by all.

      “Not much of interest,” he said with a negligent air which would fool nobody, least of all Lucia, regarding the importance of what he was about to say. “But I thought you might like to see this.” He motioned towards the marketing basket that he was carrying. “Come and sit with me on this bench and I will show you.”

      Lucia, intrigued by her courtier’s air of mystery, sat on the garden bench as Georgie carefully removed a cloth from the basket, and proceeded to unfold it, revealing a few fragments of shining glass.

      “There!” he said, triumphantly. “Don’t you think they are splendid?”

      Lucia cocked her head on one side, and regarded the pieces quizzically. “I am not sure what I am supposed to say,” she answered at length. “Am I to commiserate with you on Foljambe’s clumsiness?” Foljambe was the improbable name of Georgie’s peerless parlour-maid, who was as likely to break one of his possessions as she was to take wing and fly from the attic window over the village green.

      “No, no,” he said impatiently. “See here,” pointing to a curiously shaped piece of glass which glistened in the sun with a coat of many colours. “And here,” he added, pulling a thick book from the bottom of the basket. Lucia read the title on the spine, The Romans in Britain, by Professor Arbuthnot.

      Georgie had marked a place in the book with a slip of paper, and opened it there to reveal a drawing of a beautifully shaped glass vessel with a handle. “Now see here. This part of the handle in the picture exactly matches this piece of glass, does it not?”

      Lucia scrutinised the page and the glass shard. “I believe you may be correct,” she admitted at length.

      “So this is Roman glass,” Georgie finished triumphantly. “And who knows what else might be there?”

      “Where is ‘there’?” asked Lucia, her curiosity now fully awakened.

      “Long Meadow, just by the river. I think it was just before you and Pepino came to Riseholme that the Professor Arbuthnot who wrote this book – he’s from the British Museum – came to stay at the Ambermere Arms and told us that there had been a Roman villa built there over one and a half thousand years ago. And now they are ploughing up the field.”

      Lucia’s eyes shone with excitement. “And how did you come to find this lovely object?” she asked him. In her eyes, the glass in Georgie’s hand had now moved from being a fragment of a dish broken by Foljambe to being an exciting archaeological find.

      “I saw they were ploughing the field, and I remembered what Professor Arbuthnot had said, so I decided to see if anything had turned up. I saw something shining, and this is what I found. It was quite a tarsome business, and I got my hands and boots muddy, and the bottom of my trousers may never be quite the same again, but I think it was worth it, don’t you?”

      “Just imagine, Georgie,” Lucia said, the gabbling tone with which Georgie had recently become familiar making its way into her voice. “Just imagine, if we were to discover some real Roman treasure. How wonderful that would be, to find an amphitheatre or a temple, and all those marvellous things that the Romans brought with them to these islands.”

      “I don’t think the Professor said anything about a temple or an amphitheatre,” said Georgie, hesitantly. “And in any case, an amphitheatre would be a rather horrid thing to find, when you think of all the animals and gladiators and things that might have died there. But a complete villa would be exciting enough.”

      “Indeed it would,” Lucia agreed. “We should do this properly, though. Trowels and brushes and sieves are what these people use, I believe. And we shouldn’t be greedy, should we, Georgie? Everyone should have a chance to collect these beautiful things and make discoveries.” She paused, seemingly lost in thought. “I know, I shall invite everyone to a little party tomorrow night, and you can tell them about your discoveries, and I can give a little impromptu talk on Roman Britain to prepare us all, and then we can all start our researches the next day.”

      Georgie shuddered. “I’m sure I shan’t be able to talk about my discoveries,” he said. “I’m no good at all about that sort of thing, and I’m sure they won’t want to listen to me as well as to you. Much better for only you to talk. But if anyone wants to ask me any questions about what I found, of course I will be happy to answer them.”

      “Very well, then. Whom should we invite?”

      “Daisy and Robert Quantock, to start,” Georgie answered, counting on his fingers. “And Mrs Weston, that’s three. “Colonel Boucher, four. Mrs Antrobus, though she won’t be able to hear very well, and her two daughters, that’s seven. The Vicar and Mrs Rumbold, nine. And you and Pepino and me, that’s eleven.”

      “Lady Ambermere?” suggested Lucia.

      “I don’t think that would be a very good idea,” Georgie told her. “I can’t really imagine her digging in a field, even if it was to discover Roman remains. “And she would want to bring that nasty horrid Pug of hers with her, and it would fight with the Colonel’s bulldogs.”

      “Very well, then,” said Lucia. “Are you quite sure you don’t want to speak?”

      “Quite sure,” said Georgie, firmly.

      “May I ask you to invite everyone to The Hurst tomorrow at eight o’clock? You might add that maybe we could enjoy a little music after the talk?”

      “It sounds delightful,” said Georgie. “But we haven’t practiced that new Mozart yet.”

      “Never mind,” said Lucia without pausing. “I will play the first movement of the ‘Moonlight Sonata’ – the perfect music to set the mood.” She paused. “Perhaps you could lend me your book there. Just to remind me of some of the details. Dates and so on, and the wonderful names that the Romans had for our towns.”

      “Of course,” said Georgie, handing the book to her.,

      “And no more excavations without me,” Lucia commanded.

      “Of course not,” agreed her devoted subject.
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      For that day and the next, nothing was to be seen or heard of Lucia, other that than on the following morning a few bars of something that sounded suspiciously like the new Mozart crept out of the windows of The Hurst, being played slowly with the soft pedal of the piano firmly depressed.

      For his part, Georgie went around the village, starting with his next-door neighbour, Daisy Quantock.

      “Well, that does sound interesting,” she said, after she had heard what Georgie had to say, and extended Lucia’s invitation to her. “Not that it wouldn’t be hard work bending and digging in that field, but I dare say that there might be something worth finding there. According to Madame Evantis, the stars tell me I will discover something valuable in the next few days.”

      It should be explained here that Daisy Quantock was a great taker-up (and putter-down) of beliefs and crazes. Currently, astrology was her great passion, and she received weekly forecasts from a Madame Evantis, whose name she had discovered in a magazine devoted to such matters which had been left behind in a railway carriage by an earlier traveller.

      She had been enthusiastically assailing all her friends with demands for precise details of the place and exact time of their birth, in an attempt to gain greater understanding of their characters and their futures. However, no one seemed able to provide these precise details, and Daisy was forced to rely merely on the day that her friends were born. According to Madame, this was not sufficient to provide her clients with accurate forecasts. However, her prophecy that he would find true love and marry within the year had sent Georgie into a state of nervous near-collapse, despite his protestations to Lucia (who refused to have anything to do with the whole business) that he could not find it in himself to believe in such nonsense.

      Robert Quantock, Daisy’s husband, was less than enthusiastic about his wife’s ‘stunt’, and had no time for what the stars and planets might have to say about his future or his financial investments, and even less time, if possible, for the prospect of a Roman villa. “Don’t know how you can be so sure that they are Roman,” was his verdict after examining Georgie’s prized bits of glass. “Could be ten years old, might be fifteen hundred. I’ll come along to hear Lucia speak, if that’s what she wants, but don’t expect me to get my hands, and probably the rest of me, dirty for the sake of a few pieces of old rubbish.”

      Georgie had a little more luck with Colonel Boucher. “Ha! Fascinating, what?” he exclaimed after taking a brief look at the glass that Georgie showed him and listening to the explanation of how and where it had been found. “Yes, I remember the professor johnny from London telling us about the Roman villa. Thought it was all safely gone and buried, but it seems that it’s coming to the surface again. Buried treasure, eh? Who knows? You can tell Mrs Lucas that I look forward to her evening tomorrow.”
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