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      This is my second Mapp and Lucia pastiche, and I have to say that in many ways it came much easier than Mapp at Fifty. I had learned more about the characters, and about the language, and I found myself slipping happily into the little paradoxes and contradictions that form such a delightful part of life in Tilling.

      Even so, I discovered new aspects to the characters, or rather, aspects that somehow get overlooked. Georgie, for example, is much more than the clothes-horse that he might at first appear to be, and Lucia, vain and frivolous as she might be at times, undeniably has her more serious side. We’ve never seen the stepfather side of Algergon Wyse. He strikes me, though, as the sort of man who would take his responsibilities to Isabel Poppit seriously, and I’ve tried to bring that out.

      I’ve been trying to work out my favourite character as I have been writing this. I think we are all fond of Georgie, and we have some sort of admiration for Lucia. But when we look at the cast of characters objectively, the only Tillingite who has really achieved anything substantial is Irene Coles, with her Picture of the Year at the Royal Academy. The quaint one became quite real to me as the story developed, and it was fun to give her a key role in the plot, rather than just a walk-on part.

      As far as the actual writing is concerned, there are ironies galore scattered throughout the originals, and these are a joy to drop into the story. Benson’s characters rarely say what is on their mind, and it is necessary to alert the reader, who might otherwise take their words at face value. I may not be Oscar Wilde, let alone Fred Benson, but I do enjoy my little attempts at bons mots.

      Special thanks are once again 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 this, my second story, will not be my last such visit to Tilling, as there is so much more to write about. So, dear ones, once more I will not bid you farewell at this time, but Au reservoir.

      
        
        Hugh Ashton, Lichfield, 2020
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      Autumn was approaching, and the wind swept over the Sussex marshes, accompanied by blasts of chilling rain which rattled against the windowpanes at Grebe, home of Major Benjamin and Mrs Elizabeth Mapp-Flint.

      “Don’t use too much,” she warned her husband, who had risen from his armchair to feed the dismal fire with more coal, and to prod it into some semblance of life. “I read that there may be another of those coal-strikes this winter and the price may go up to double what it is now. If there is any coal at all to be had, that is.”

      “Well, it’s pretty cold in this room,” the Major. “I don’t seem to have been properly warm for a week.” He shivered.

      “Then perhaps you’d like us to move into one of those little cottages that Lucia made us all pay for when she was Mayor – the horrid red-brick ones that the council built along the Hastings road.” She also shivered, but whether it was in disgust at the red-brickness of the houses, Lucia’s perfidy in daring to suggest something which she (Elizabeth) would have suggested herself had she been in a position to do so, or simply from cold (for the room was indeed somewhat chilly), it was impossible to say.

      “Of course not,” he answered her, though if truth be told, a workman’s hovel currently seemed more congenial than Grebe at this time – provided, that is, that the Major occupied it in solitary splendour, and was not sharing it with his wife, who had been in a foul temper ever since her disastrous birthday party some months previously.

      “Of course not,” he repeated, and retreated to the depths of his armchair. It was clear though, even to the Major’s usually unperceptive eye, that something more than the usual was amiss. “Anything the matter, Liz?” he asked, gruffly, but not unaffectionately.

      “We must be seen again,” she answered. The truth was, that since her birthday party, Elizabeth had adopted Lord Salisbury’s policy of ‘splendid isolation’. Not only had she ceased to issue invitations to bridge-parties, tea-parties and the like, but any invitations (and these were few enough) that happened to drop through the letterbox to such social events went, after a brief reading and a sniff of dismissal, into the kitchen fireplace.

      If Elizabeth had been asked on what principle she was acting, she would have been hard pushed to give a reasonable answer, but the truth of the matter was that she feared the mockery of Tilling society after the events of her fiftieth birthday party. In her own eyes, she was disgraced for ever in the eyes of those whom she had previously regarded as her equals in social rank, and this disgrace had sprung from the actions of her own husband.

      There was, however, the pleasure in knowing that her and Major Benjy’s (for such was the name she had bestowed on him, even before their marriage, when he was simply Major Flint, and she a mere Miss Elizabeth Mapp) absence from the social events of Tilling would present difficulties in the making up of foursomes for bridge, and other social occasions.

      Even so, the continued isolation was starting to grate on her. Major Benjy’s powers of conversational invention, never the strongest point of his character, revolved chiefly around himself. There were limits to how many times she was prepared to listen with equanimity to an account of some savage Indian wild beast laying down its life as the result of the Major’s actions, or to how he had made a hole in two when playing golf against the late Captain Puffin with the aid of a spoon cleek or a mashie putter, or some such strangely-named implement.

      She desired – nay, hungered for – conversation on matters of more importance. For example, had Diva introduced any new items into her tea-time menus, and, more importantly, had she somehow managed to serve them without burning or otherwise spoiling them? Had the Padre and Evie been to Ireland again for their holiday, and if so, was his speech now replete with ‘begorra’s and  ‘to be sure’s? And, most important of all, what hideous schemes were now being hatched in Mallards, as it had been known in Mappian days, but now rechristened Mallards House (but never referred to as such by her), where Lucia and Georgie Pillson now resided?

      There might be something noble in the concept of Achilles sulking in his tent, but Elizabeth, for one, found this particular instance of nobility to be somewhat overrated, and she was willing to believe that her spouse found it to be even more so.

      “Benjy, dear,” she called over to the armchair. “It occurs to me that Withers has been doing the marketing for some time now. Maybe you could take over those duties tomorrow, since the weather promises to be a little better. There are one or two little items where your knowledge and experience would be more useful than those of Withers, worthy as she is.”

      “Will you be coming with me?” asked the Major.

      “No. As I mentioned to you at breakfast, my ankle is a little sore, and I do not trust myself to walk into Tilling and back, particularly in this weather.”

      Major Benjy scratched his head in a vain attempt to remember what had been said at breakfast. Try as he might, he could remember nothing of a conversation regarding his wife’s health. This was hardly surprising, for this conversation had taken place only in Elizabeth’s head some minutes before.

      “Oh, very well,” he said in an attempt to sound resigned. In truth, he was as bored with this policy of social ostracism (that is to say, Tilling society being ostracised by the Mapp-Flints) as his wife. He considered to himself that there was a chance of running into some acquaintance who would stand him a drink.

      The recent spell of bad weather had prevented him from playing golf, even if there had been an opponent whom he considered worthy of a match, and in any case, Elizabeth had taken to searching his pockets (on the pretext of checking for a clean handkerchief) before he set out for his game, and removing any money or objects that she deemed in excess of what was required for transport out to the links. Accordingly Benjy was deprived of his formerly customary post-match tipple from a hip-flask, or even from the clubhouse bar, and he felt the lack most keenly.

      Needless to say, since the night of the birthday party, intoxicating drink of any kind was no longer to be found in the Mapp-Flint household, and the Major was forced to listen to his wife’s tirades without the comforting anaesthetic of a whisky and soda. The prospect of a respite from this enforced Saharan abstinence played powerfully upon his imagination.

      “I will need a list,” he told Elizabeth.

      “Of course you will,” she smiled at him. If truth be told, she was scarcely less happy than him at the prospect of release from their self-proclaimed lazaretto. With luck, Major Benjy would fall into conversation with at least one person who would help to reduce the level of ignorance at Grebe regarding the other inhabitants of Tilling.

      Nor (for she knew her husband better than he realised) would she be unduly concerned if the acquisition of this precious knowledge involved the imbibing of intoxicating liquors. This would be a small price to pay for the information that she was sure he would be able to bring back and pour inter her greedy ears.

      Satisfied, she reached forward and placed another lump of coal (albeit a small one) on the fire.
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      In Mallards House, Lucia Pillson and Georgie were sitting companionably in front of a roaring fire.

      Lucia was engaged in a study of Dante’s Paradiso, with the aid of a thick Italian-English dictionary and an English translation. It was at least the third time she had undertaken this quest, and she was beginning to feel that the game might not, after all, be worth the candle.

      Increasingly, the Italian text and the dictionary were consulted less and less, and more time was spent with the English.

      “Listen, Georgie, is this not beautiful?” she asked him. “‘L’amor che move: i sole e l'altre stelle’,” she declaimed in those veiled tones which had been used to such effect in so many dramatic performances.

      “It sounds nice,” said Georgie. He was busily engaged in embroidering some cushion covers for the easy chair in his upstairs sitting-room. The floral pattern was a copy of a detail in a Gobelin tapestry hanging in Versailles, and he had taken pains to procure silks of the precise shades needed to reproduce the original. “What does it mean?”

      Happily, Lucia hardly needed the “crib” to provide him with an answer. “Why,” she said, “it is love which moves the sun and the stars.”

      Georgie frowned. “But it is not the sun and the stars which move,” he pointed out. “At least they didn’t when I was at school. It is we who move and the sun stands still, and the moon also moves around us. And the stars stand still – I think.” He turned again to his petit point.

      Lucia appeared to consider this. “Perhaps it was different in Dante’s day,” she said at length. “In fact, I am sure it was. All kinds of things are different now.”

      Georgie was unconvinced on the matter, but held his peace. “What is happening at Grebe, do you think?” he asked Lucia, in an attempt to change the subject. “Now that is something that is different. Before— well, you know, before the birthday party, Elizabeth was in town every day, ears open for the latest news. And Major Benjy was to be seen as well, but I haven’t seen either of them in town for weeks, maybe months now. Or bridge, or tea at Diva’s, or our little evening parties. Have you been sending out invitations to them for our parties?”

      “I have, and I have received no reply.” Lucia said.

      “Are they both sick? Or are they even still living at Grebe?” Georgie asked.

      “According to Grosvenor, who meets Withers from time to time, they would appear to be both healthy, and living at Grebe, if the groceries and produce she is ordering are any kind of guide.”

      “So they’ve shut themselves away? What have we done?”

      “I suppose,” Lucia said reflectively, “that some might claim that we stole Elizabeth’s sister from her when she moved in here from Grebe.”

      “But you and I know that is not so,” said Georgie. “And in any case, the Wyses and the Padre and Diva had nothing to do with any of that, and they are being ignored, too.” He embroidered another petal, put down his needle, and sighed. “You know, I never thought I would ever say this, but I miss Elizabeth in much the same way that you miss spices in food. They may cause a little discomfort at times, but they do make life much more interesting than if they are not present.”

      Lucia laughed. “Just fancy! Comparing Elizabeth to a spice! But yes, you are right. However, Figgis delivered a message to me from Mr Wyse this afternoon, asking if he might be permitted to call on me tomorrow morning.”

      “This sounds as though it might be interesting,” said Georgie. “Do you know what he wants to see you about?”

      “He simply referred to a rather delicate personal matter.”

      “Oh dear. I hope that Susan has not become – what was his term again – ‘unhinged’? again as she so nearly did when her Blue Birdie passed away.”

      “So do I. But I do not think that is the reason for this. I saw Susan just this morning as I was marketing. She was ordering some rather extravagant out-of-season strawberries from Twistevant’s, and she seemed perfectly in command of herself when she and I exchanged a few pleasant words.”

      “Something to do with the Contessa, perhaps?”

      “It is certainly possible, I suppose. Oh dear.” Lucia stopped suddenly.

      “What is it?”

      “If you are right, and this delicate matter is connected to the Contessa, maybe he will need me to translate some Italian letters or some such.”

      “That should be no problem, surely? You have a dictionary – with that you can make sense of any letter?”

      “But if he presents me with the letter and asks for an immediate translation?”

      “Tarsome,” Georgie admitted. “But perhaps it is nothing to do with the Contessa.”

      “Oh, I do hope you are right, Georgie. Perhaps you could be with me when he comes to call? Your support would be most welcome.”

      “Certainly, if Mr Wyse permits it.”
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      Mr Wyse called on Lucia precisely at the arranged time of eleven o’clock the next morning.

      “It is most generous of you to give your time to my – or perhaps I should say our – little problem,” he began.

      “I will certainly attempt to be of assistance. May my husband join us? I believe I heard him come in just now. As two heads are said to be better than one, maybe three will be better than two?”
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