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      This is my fourth Mapp and Lucia pastiche in less than a year. I confess to having suffered some trepidation when I started writing these books in 2020.

      Firstly, stepping into the shoes of another author is always a challenge. When the writer is so respected, and as astute with his observations and as much a master of language and obervation of his fellow human beings as ‘Fred’ Benson, this is a rather frightening prospect.

      Secondly, there is the fear of rejection, by a highly knowledgeable body of experts on the inhabitants of Tilling – that is to say, the Mapp and Lucia group on Facebook. Much to my relief, their reactions have encouraged me to hope that there will be a market for this, my fourth such book.

      The third reservation is very much a child of its time. All these books have been written in the midst of the covid-19 pandemic, possibly the most serious, at least in its social consequences, such event to hit the world in the past few hundred years (the Black Death of the fourteenth century may well have killed a third of the European population and accelerated the death of the feudal system and the urbanisation of Europe, but it doesn’t really count as recent). Isn’t it frivolous to write light social comedy at such a time of tragedy?

      The answer to this last seems to be that it is not – I have received several comments that have encouraged me to continue writing these tales, telling me that they have helped make a dark time lighter for their readers.

      So, here we are in Tilling once again, with Elizabeth Mapp and Major Benjy, Lucia and Georgie Pillson, dear Diva, quaint Irene, the Padre and Evie, and Algernon and Susan Wyse, as they dash from Twistevant’s to Rice’s to Hopkins’, doing their marketing, and spreading news and rumours about each others’ doings.

      And what doings! Bridge, of course, is one of the leisure passions of this little group, but even the pleasures of bridge can pall after a while, and what more natural than that Mapp should discover an alternative to entertain her fellow-Tillingites? And, acting on the principle of an equal and opposite reaction, what more natural that Lucia should find a rival pastime to amuse the good people of Tilling?

      Add the sudden appearance of Olga Bracely at Mallards, with a somewhat dishevelled and unusual companion in tow, and matters prove to be interesting.

      My sincere thanks are due once again to Victoria Yardley who took on the task of spotting my mistakes, finding all the places where I had inadvertently used the wrong word or expression, or used the right one too often, or typed it wrongly. Not only did she carry out the task speedily, she also did it efficiently. The title of this book is also her suggestion. Any remaining infelicities are mine and mine alone.

      Written in the hope that 2021 will see at least the start of the long climb out of the disaster that was 2020, and wishing all my readers a better and happy future.

      
        
        Au reservoir!

        Hugh Ashton, Lichfield, 2021
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      “And what is your resolution to be, Lucia?” asked Georgie, looking up from his petit point.

      “My resolution? What on earth are you talking about?”

      “It is New Year’s Day in two days’ time, and as the Padre reminded us on Sunday, it is the time to make a resolution for the New Year.”

      Lucia considered, her eyes fixed on some distant but yet invisible object. “I had not yet considered the matter. What is your resolution to be?”

      “I had thought,” Georgie told her, “that I should become a kinder person. But it’s sometimes hard to know exactly how one should go about such a matter.”

      “Especially when one’s patience is tried so often,” sighed Lucia.

      There was a pause, during which both studiously avoided mentioning the name of Elizabeth Mapp-Flint.

      The silence was broken by Grosvenor entering the room, bearing an envelope on a tray.

      “Just arrived,” she announced.

      Lucia tore open the envelope and laughed. “One speaks of the devil,” she announced. “From Grebe. ‘Major and Mrs Mapp-Flint present the compliments of the season to Mr and Mrs Pillson, and request the pleasure of their company to welcome in the New Year. Nine o’clock, December 31. Black tie.’ We’re not busy that evening, are we?”

      “Of course not,” said Georgie. “No one is ever busy then. And I don’t know why you mentioned speaking of the devil. We hadn’t even mentioned her. And,” he pulled himself up, “it won’t do at all to be speaking of Elizabeth as the devil. Or even thinking of her in that way. If I’m going to keep this resolution of mine to be kind to everybody, I must not think horrid thoughts of them.”

      Lucia laughed her silvery laugh. “You sound like dear Daisy’s Guru in Riseholme. Do you remember?”

      Georgie, who had never completely recovered from the loss of some of his most valued and loved bibelots, which had vanished together with the curry-cook who had instructed the inhabitants of Riseholme in Guru-ism, nodded. “All too well. But even if he was a curry-cook and not a real guru, the exercises that he taught us did do us all a lot of good, and he really did have the most noble and uplifting thoughts. We must take what is good from him,” he finished, while ruminating sadly on all that was good that had been taken from him by the supposed Eastern spiritual master.

      “Noble thoughts, Georgino mio,” said Lucia. “You are right, we should seize this occasion of the New Year to improve ourselves. I must think carefully about how I may change my life for the better.”

      She crossed over to the desk and wrote a short note which she placed in an envelope before ringing for Grosvenor.

      “Make sure this reaches Grebe before the end of today, if you please. Now,” turning to Georgie, “what shall we wear?”

      “I think you should wear the peacock-blue silk dress, with the Beethoven brooch. That is, if it is not too cold. Otherwise…”

      “The peach satin?”

      “Maybe.” Georgie sounded a little dubious.

      “Oo not like peach satin?”

      “I like it well enough,” Georgie answered. “But the waist has a tendency to ride up at times in a rather unbecoming fashion.”

      “Maybe you are right,” Lucia said. “And you?”

      “Well, it may be a bit daring, but I thought I might wear the electric blue cummerbund and bow-tie that you gave me for Christmas, together with my sapphire ring. I know that the invitation says ‘black tie’, but a little bit of festive colour would do no harm, I feel.”

      “And your outfit and mine, were I to wear the peacock-blue, would go well together, would they not?”

      Georgie did not bother to give the obvious answer to this question. “Will there be dancing?” he wondered aloud.

      “Dancing? Elizabeth and Benjy? A ridiculous notion.” Lucia was visibly stifling her laughter.

      “Now, now,” Georgie said. “Remember what we agreed about not thinking ill of others.” Despite his words, it seemed that he, too, had discovered some source of secret amusement.
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      In Grebe, the Mapp-Flints were planning the details of their party.

      “She is not going to play the piano,” Elizabeth said with an air of finality. There was no need for her to elucidate who was meant by the pronoun. There was only one person in Tilling who could and would take over one’s piano and use it to entertain one’s guests with a slow emotional rendering of the first movement of Beethoven’s ‘Moonlight Sonata’.

      “We must lock the lid and lose the key,” she went on. “I want our guests to enjoy themselves, not to suffer that interminable tune for the thousandth time.”

      “Quite right, Liz,” replied her husband. “How many bottles shall we order?”

      “Bottles of what?” asked Elizabeth, acutely aware of the circumstances that had attended her last social gathering, at which Benjy-boy had over-refreshed himself with disastrous results.

      “Why, wine, whisky, lager beer and so on.”

      “I hardly think that lager beer is in order, especially on a cold winter night. I think we shall have a hot punch, and a single bottle of red wine, together with some lemons, some suitable spices from the kitchen and hot water to taste will be sufficient to create it.”

      “Whisky, though, Liz,” protested the Major. “An essential part of the celebration of Hogmanay, as they say north of the Border. For the Padre, if for no one else.”

      “Oh, very well,” Elizabeth gave in. “But I warn you, Benjamin Mapp-Flint, if I discover that you have been over-indulging in whisky, it’s the back bedroom for you for a month or more.”

      Benjy, who had unhappy memories of the lumpy mattress and chilly draughts that constituted the principal features of the back bedroom, nodded in assent. “And is there anything else that I should order when I am in town?” he asked. “Some lobster, perhaps? Good eating, I call it, that dish that Mrs Pillson brought with her from Riseholme.”

      Elizabeth who had less than fond memories of the infamous dish introduced to Tilling by Lucia, shuddered. Firstly, she had inadvisedly attempted to “borrow” the recipe for lobster à la Riseholme, and as a result of being in the wrong place at the wrong time had found herself marooned on an Italian trawler for several months. That in itself would have been bad enough, but the enforced confinement with Lucia had added a piquant twist of misery to the sea-sick Elizabeth’s plight.

      The notorious recipe, salt-stained and tattered, and starting with the mystic words “take two hen lobsters”, had survived the adventures that it had shared with its possessor, and had been used to provide the crowning glory of a dinner-party to celebrate the engagement of Major Benjamin Flint and Miss Elizabeth Mapp. However, this had failed to produce the expected effect and cries of admiration, for Lucia, with the stealth and venom for which she was (in Elizabeth’s eyes, anyway) infamous, had publicly accused her hostess (Elizabeth) of stealing the recipe from her (Lucia’s) kitchen. The fact that she had not made the accusation in so many words, but had rather alluded to it in vague but yet unmistakable terms, and, worst of all, the fact that the accusation was based on truth, compounded rather than mitigated the offence.

      Since that day, the recipe for lobster à la Riseholme had languished unused at the bottom of Cook’s recipe box.

      “No, no lobster, thank you,” she said firmly. “Far too rich and indigestible for poor Diva, you know, and I believe poor little Evie has an allergy to shellfish of all kinds. You may ask Mr Hopkins to send up a nice piece of cheap-cut salmon. Nothing so good as a nice piece of cold poached salmon after all the rich food over Christmas.”

      “How many people will be coming?”

      “I have sent out invitations to eight, and I do not expect any refusals. That is to say, the Wyses, Diva, quaint Irene, the Padre and Evie, and Georgie and Lucia Pillson. With us, that will be ten. So you had better ask Hopkins for salmon to serve eight.”

      “I don’t understand,” Benjy replied. “If there will be ten of us, why are you asking for portions for eight?”

      She sighed. “Hopkins always tries to sell one such wastefully large pieces of fish. His idea of fish for eight will easily feed ten.”

      “Oh, very well.”

      “And you may see in the baker’s whether they have any of those little chocolate cakes of which Diva is so fond.”
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      The next morning saw Lucia and Georgie sitting over breakfast as Grosvenor brought in the morning post.

      Georgie opened an envelope addressed to him, and exclaimed as he read the contents. “How splendid!” he said to Lucia, who seemed to be engaged in the study of a seed catalogue.

      “Yes, these wallflowers would look good along the south wall in the giardino segreto,” she murmured to herself. “Oh,” affecting to have noticed Georgie’s comment for the first time. “You had something to say?”

      “Yes, it’s Olga.”

      He had no need to expand the name. Olga Bracely was an internationally renowned prima-donna who had arrived in Riseholme with her husband (now sadly deceased) some years previously and had captured the hearts of the residents, with the possible exception of Lucia. Georgie had been particularly smitten by her kindness and her beauty, and indeed, he may be said to have fallen in love with her, married though she was, albeit his devotion to her was of the most perfectly chaste and honourable kind.

      For her part, Lucia had been somewhat ‘put out’ by her temporary dethronement and the partial defection of her most devoted courtier, and had only fully recovered when Olga had undertaken a world tour, and Georgie was left in Riseholme.

      For the brief period that Lucia and Pepino (her late husband) had lived in London, Olga had been a near neighbour in Brompton Square, and Lucia had applauded her fellow Riseholmeite enthusiastically in her title role of Lucrezia Borgia in the première of Cortese’s opera of the same name.

      Since then, there had been relatively few times when Olga’s path and that of Lucia and Georgie had crossed, though Georgie had spent time in Le Touquet as a guest of Olga’s, forming part of a larger house-party, including the Duchess of Sheffield (“dear Poppy”, as Lucia was wont to refer to her), which had caused certain Tilling tongues to wag.

      “Ah yes, the prima-donna,” Lucia said absently. “We received a Christmas greetings-card from her, did we not?”

      “Yes, yes, we did,” replied Georgie. “But it’s all too wonderful. She’s coming to Tilling, and wonders if she could stay with us for a few days.”

      Lucia considered. She balanced the prestige of having an international artiste under her roof against the possibility (albeit a remote one) of Georgie falling prey to Olga’s charms. Prestige won.

      “It would be a pleasure to have her as a guest.”

      “She mentions a friend with whom she is travelling and wonders if the friend could also be accommodated,” added Georgie, who had read a little further down the letter.

      “There is a room in the attic which Major Benjy used when he and Elizabeth were flooded out of Grebe,” Lucia said. “Olga can have the best spare room, and the friend, whoever she or he may turn out to be, may have the attic. When will she arrive?”

      “New Year’s Day, she says.” He read from the letter. “‘I hope you won’t mind the terrible imposition, but the boat from Boulogne arrives in Dover on the afternoon of the 31st, and we will spend the night there before making our way to your beautiful Tilling the next day. Please telegraph to the following address’ – it’s a hotel in Biarritz – ‘and let us know. With love to you and Lucia, Olga.’ There. Isn’t that a wonderful way to start the year?”

      “It will be most pleasant,” Lucia agreed. “We should certainly entertain some of our friends here so that they may meet her. The Padre and Evie, certainly. Perhaps he may be able to persuade Miss Bracely to sing at divine service on Sunday. The Wyses, of course – Mr Wyse is definitely of a type who will appreciate the culture that Miss Bracely will bring to Tilling. Irene, perhaps, so that she may see that being a great artist does not necessarily mean that one must divorce oneself from society’s norms, and Diva to accompany her.”

      There were two names which were conspicuous by their absence, and Georgie questioned Lucia about them.

      “We shall see,” Lucia told him. “Poor Major Benjy’s idea of music is hardly up to the standard that Miss Bracely will exhibit. Elizabeth, too. I fear that her tastes are not of the most exalted class. I still recall with horror that piano that stood here when I first rented this house from her.”

      “Oh yes,” laughed Georgie. “Grandmamma Mapp’s famous Blumenfelt. You soon put paid to that monstrosity, did you not? And how cross Elizabeth was when she discovered what you had done with her precious family heirloom.”

      “Even so,” Lucia mused, “it would be a kindness to invite them.”

      “And it might cause friction if you do not,” Georgie pointed out.

      “That would never do,” agreed Lucia. “My aim is always for sweet harmony to reign.”

      Georgie, who knew well that Lucia’s idea of “sweet harmony” consisted chiefly of her having her own way regardless of others’ opinions or wishes, held his peace on the matter. Rather than replying, he simply said, “Well, that’s settled, then. I shall write and tell her that she is most welcome. And her friend too. I wonder how I can ask who the friend is without sounding too inquisitive.”

      “Shall we leave it as a surprise?”

      “I think we will have to,” Georgie sounded resigned to the idea. “Oh, Olga can be so secretive sometimes. It is tarsome.” He wrote a few lines. “There, I’ll go to the Post Office myself and send it off.”

      Georgie rose and put on his scarf, coat, and hat. “It will be nice to see Olga again,” he said. “She’s sure to have lots of interesting news to tell us.”
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