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One of the six authors of Beach Hut Surprise was Lesley Cookman, a much-loved friend of all of us. 

Very sadly, Lesley died on 29th June, 2025.

Creating this anthology back in 2020 gave all six of us loads of fun and laughter. And inspiration, too.

This new digital edition is dedicated to Lesley’s memory 

with all our love.
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​GRAND DESIGNS FOR LITTLE PIDDLING
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by Sarah Mallory



Chapter One

SIR HEREWARD STOOD IN THE BAY window of Wakeleigh Towers and gazed out at the vista. It was not an unpleasant one—the Towers’ elevated position commanded a view of Little Piddling’s beach and the promenade—but on this bright March afternoon it brought no pleasure to Sir Hereward. A heavy frown had settled on his brow and his bushy eyebrows were drawn together. He had a Weighty Matter preying on his mind.

In a chair beside the fire, his wife was reading the latest copy of the Piddling Post and, once again, all the articles on the first few pages concerned Little Piddling’s larger neighbour, Much Piddling. It was insufferable. It was not to be borne. Sir Hereward did not begrudge Much Piddling its market, nor its larger population, but its position inland was far inferior to the salubrious sea air they enjoyed in Little Piddling. And yet, its name hinted at superiority.

“Dora, something must be done!”

Lady Wakeleigh looked up from her perusal of the society page and blinked myopically at him.

“Must it, dear? About what?”

“As Mayor of Little Piddling, it is up to me not only to defend our noble town and its environs, but to improve them.”

“How right you are, dear.” She gave him a vague smile and turned her attention back to the newspaper, wondering if she should try the new Spirella corset which, the advertisement boasted, had been a revelation to millions of women.

“I have considered carefully, and I must act.” He strode to the door. “I am going out.”

“Out?” Dora looked up again. “Will you be back for dinner? It is your favourite; I had Betty pick up some cod cheeks.”

“Yes, yes, of course I shall be back. This should not take long.”

He collected his coat, hat and cane and set off down the hill.

His destination was on the far side of Jubilee Gardens, a neat little villa in Cosmo Terrace. An equally neat little maid opened the door and showed him into the drawing room, where Mrs Alice Spendlove was waiting. She had been a widow for the past ten years, but a casual remark that she looked very well in deep mourning had encouraged her to wear black ever since, and she looked very much like a blackbird against the yellow chintz furnishings of the room. She came forward, one hand held out, eyelashes fluttering.

“Sir Hereward. How kind of you to call. To what do we owe the pleasure? Shall I ring for tea, or perhaps you would like a small sherry? I do not myself indulge at this hour, but it is nearly dinner time and I know how you gentleman like a glass of wine.”

Sir Hereward touched her hand briefly and muttered that he would not trouble her for refreshments. Her effusion unnerved him. One could never be too careful with widows.

“I came to see young Spendlove,” he barked, declining the invitation to sit down. “I thought I had left it too late to catch him at the office.”

“Rudolph? Why, yes. He came home a few moments ago and is upstairs changing his coat. I am sure he will not be very long.”

As if on cue, the door opened.

“Did I hear my name, Mother?” A tall, thin young man entered. He had his mother’s dark hair but his eyes were a paler blue, and they peered anxiously at the world through his round spectacles.

“Why yes, my love. Sir Hereward has come to see you.” She smiled at her son, but at the same time her eyes went questioningly towards her visitor. However, when Sir Hereward said nothing, she gave a little laugh. “Well, well, I shall leave you gentlemen alone. I am sure you will want to talk business, and I should be of no help at all.”

She fluttered her eyes again at Sir Hereward, waiting for him to contradict her, but he remained obstinately silent and, finally, she made her way towards the door.

“Thank you, Mother.” Rudolph smiled as she passed him and closed the door carefully behind her. Then he looked back at Sir Hereward. “What can I do for you, sir?”

“I do not like to trouble you at home, but the matter is rather...delicate.”

The blue eyes widened in alarm. “Delicate?”

“I would rather the other council members did not know anything of this until I have the thing secure. You see, Spendlove, we need to put Little Piddling on the map. To make its name famous throughout the country. I would like Little Piddling to become the country’s premier seaside resort, but for that I need to find some noteworthy occurrence from our past. That is why I have come to you. As our Town Archivist, you will have such information at your fingertips.”

“Well, not quite all of it,” came the modest reply.

“But you are the best person to find something appropriate,” Sir Hereward continued, his tone coaxing. “The visit of an important historical figure, perhaps.”

The young man rubbed his nose. “Well, there is the connection with royalty...”

Sir Hereward gave a howl of outrage. “If you are referring to the scandalous liaison of His Majesty with that soprano from the Piddling Pierrots when he was Prince of Wales, then that is precisely the sort of thing I do not want. No. I need a grand design, Spendlove. Something with gravitas. Good God, man, there must be some event in the town’s past that deserves publicity.”

“There is a great deal of material in the archives,” Rudolph said, warily. “This could take months.”

“We have only weeks,” snapped Sir Hereward. “I want you to find me something I can put to the council at the next meeting. But it must be convincing. I do not want to find myself on the losing side of a vote.”

Not that it was very likely, he conceded silently. The Council generally fell in line with his ideas, with a little persuasion.

Rudolph Spendlove nodded. “I will see what I can do, Sir Hereward.”

“Good. I want regular reports of your progress, but do not come to my office. Remember, I want this matter kept secret.”

“Very well. I can call at the Towers...”

“No, that will not work. Lady Wakeleigh is very thick with Ada Arbuttle and would be bound to mention the matter to her.”

“Hmm. Mrs Arbuttle is a friend of my mother’s, too, so it would be no better your calling here.” Rudolph gave a deprecatory cough. “Perhaps I might suggest we meet at my mother’s beach hut. She doesn’t use it at this time of the year. In fact, very few people go along that way out of season. Hers is in the middle of the row. Rassendyll Lodge.” His thin face twisted in a grimace. “You cannot miss it.”

“An excellent idea. Well done, Spendlove. No one will comment upon my taking an airing along the promenade.” He nodded. “Very well. I shall meet you there a week from today. Same time.”

• • • •
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When Sir Hereward had left, Rudolph stood at the window and watched him stride away. An unfamiliar and unexpected elation possessed him. This was his opportunity to make a name for himself. The Spendloves had been archivists in Little Piddling for generations. Their filing system was unique to themselves, passed down from father to son. Uncharitable townsfolk had been known to say that it was a ruse to prevent anyone else taking over the post, but Rudolph knew differently. It was an excellent system. Very secure. While Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s detective might be an expert at solving crimes, this would test the powers of even the great Sherlock Holmes. Rudolph was confident the Spendlove filing system would baffle the most ingenious villain. Although he had to admit it was unlikely any arch criminal would want to break into the archives of Little Piddling, but one could never be too careful.

Tomorrow he would set to work seeking out something that would make Little Piddling stand out from other seaside resorts. An idea so spectacular it would win him the praise and gratitude of his fellow Little Piddlers. Then perhaps his mother would be proud of him. In her eyes he might even rival his famous namesake.

Rudolph was well aware that he had been named after the hero of a novel. When he was a boy, Mother had read The Prisoner of Zenda to him frequently and he had seen himself as Rudolph Rassendyll, the noble Englishman, saving his cousin the king and falling in love with Princess Flavia, the king’s betrothed. However, he would not have stood aside while the Princess did her duty and married a man she did not love. No, he would have carried her off, back to England.

Very much as he would like to run off with Millicent Simister who lived next door, if only she would fall in love with him.

The feeling of elation increased. Perhaps, once he had earned the gratitude and respect of the council, and Sir Hereward had sung his praises, Millicent might do more than wish him a good day whenever they met. She might even agree to be his sweetheart.

It was a heady prospect, and Rudolph could not wait to get into the office and begin his search.

• • • •
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A week later, Rudolph had come up with an idea and he paced up and down in the beach hut, waiting impatiently for Sir Hereward’s arrival. When he heard a firm tread on the boards outside, he threw open the door and found the Mayor staring at the hut in open-mouthed horror.

Rudolph could not blame him. With its ornate wooden shutters and the abundance of decorative carving that positively dripped from the eaves and the front gable, Rassendyll Lodge was far more in keeping with an Alpine village than an English seaside town on the south coast.

“Mother designed it herself,” he explained. “She is very keen on Mr Hope’s novels. She wanted it to look like the hunting lodge.” He held the door wider and stepped back. “Do come in.”

After a furtive look about him, the Mayor stepped into the beach hut and Rudolph lost no time in explaining his idea for the elevation of Little Piddling’s standing.

• • • •
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To Rudolph’s delight, Sir Hereward thought it an excellent plan and ordered him to continue his researches. At that, Rudolph found himself bouncing out of bed each morning, eager to reach the Town Hall and shut himself away in the dusty archives.

On a blustery April evening, Rudolph hurried to the beach hut for his final tryst with Sir Hereward before the council meeting. After shaking hands, he held out a thick wad of papers.

“Here you are, sir. I have included all the evidence that might be required to counter any resistance to my idea.” He added, trying not to sound boastful, “It is quite comprehensive. I typed it all myself, in the archives, so you may be quite sure no one else knows anything at all about it.”

He waited anxiously as the Mayor quickly flicked through the first few pages.

“Good, good. And the historical evidence is accurate?”

“It is, Sir Hereward. I have documented every reference.”

“Excellent. Very well. I shall put this to the council on Thursday.”

• • • •
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The council meeting was as long and tedious as ever. Sir Hereward did his duty, agreeing the alterations to the public conveniences being built on the promenade, whilst rejecting Frederick Bethrong’s suggestion that they should improve the drains at the same time. Good heavens, did everyone think the council was made of money? He gave his benevolent support to the inclusion of a dog show in the summer festival but vehemently opposed a request by the National Union of Women’s Suffrage to use the Town Hall for their rally.

At length Edward Simister, the clerk, asked if there was any other business. This was traditionally the moment when everyone began packing away their papers.

“As a matter of fact, there is.” To a man, they paused as the Mayor rose to his feet. “I think it is time we considered a few changes to this town.”

Silence. He had their attention now. Sir Hereward drew himself up, one hand grasping the lapel of his coat. He gazed solemnly around the table before he launched into his speech.

“For too long we have languished in the shadow of our near neighbour, Much Piddling. That must change. It is time we put Little Piddling on the map. We have an excellent beach for sea bathing; we have the pier. We have the beach huts and the finest promenade on the south coast. Good heavens, we even have a public convenience on the sea front, which will soon include a section exclusively for the use of the ladies.” He frowned. “And at great expense, too, I might add.”

“And none of these things would have been accomplished in quite so fine a fashion without the generosity of persons such as yourself, Sir Hereward,” put in Mr Arbuttle, a colourless little man whose aim in life was to placate his betters.

“There is no doubt that these amenities are all excellent,” said Percy Flint, the local builder, “but with the exception of the new lavatories, the rest are so well established that the Piddling Post no longer considers them newsworthy. Of course, there is the Little Piddling Festival each summer, but apart from that, I cannot see what else we can do to attract attention to our town.”

“Well, I do, Mr Flint. I do see what we can do.” Sir Hereward paused, then said grandly, “We can amend the name!”

The announcement brought a murmur of surprise from the councillors, and not a little consternation.

“But Little Piddling goes back to the Doomsday Book,” cried Mr Bretherson. “It would be sacrilege to change it.”

“There is no intention of changing it,” retorted Sir Hereward, testily.

“But you said—”

“I mean we should expand it. I have been looking into the matter. History shows us that we have a great maritime legacy—”

“That’s news to me,” muttered Percy Flint.

“A great maritime legacy,” the Mayor repeated, glaring at the builder from under his bushy brows. “In the Middle Ages it was a thriving sea port, did you know that? Galleons sailed to the docks along the River Piddling. Ships were built here that carried our brave troops to Agincourt. At least,” he temporized, seeing that Mr Flint was about to object, “they carried them across the Channel.”

“But the river has silted up,” objected Edward Simister. “The port hasn’t been used for two hundred years. That’s why the Anchor Inn is now five miles inland.”

“Thank you for pointing that out, Mr Simister. Although if you read my report, you will see that the fact is noted. Nevertheless, I think we can use the information to our advantage. We should look to the sea.” He paused to let the words sink in. “Weston has its Super Mare. Lyme and Salcombe have their Regis.” Sir Hereward cast a fierce gaze around the table. “I propose that we should call our great seafaring town Little Piddling sur Mer!”

There was a stunned silence.

“It’s not Latin,” murmured a timid voice.

“I am well aware of that, Mr Arbuttle. Using the French name makes a great deal more sense to me. We are on the south coast and almost in sight of France. My researches show that large numbers of émigrés landed in Little Piddling during the French Revolution and many stayed. Why, you only have to look about the town to see their legacy. Laporte’s bakery and Dumaine’s Wines, to give you just two examples.”

They were, in fact, the only examples Sir Hereward had found in Spendlove’s report, but it was enough. He glared around the table, daring anyone to argue with him. No one did.

“Very well. Can we have a show of hands? All those in favour? Against? Thank you. Mr Simister, will you please note that the motion was carried unanimously.”

The clerk hesitated, pen poised. “Actually, Mr Mayor, not everyone raised their hands in favour.”

“True,” put in Mr Flint. “Now, while no one is against the idea, Mr Mayor, I think we need time to consider it. Changing the name of the town is a major decision. It is not something we can take lightly.”

Mr Arbuttle slowly raised his hand. “If I might suggest, we should minute the proposal for discussion at the next meeting.”

“Very well, but we must decide, and soon.” Sir Hereward sat down heavily in his chair and began to gather up his papers. “I want to announce the new name at the Summer Festival in July. We must have new signs, too, on each of the roads into the town. They will need to be in place ready to be unveiled at the Festival. And we need a suitable memorial to this great occasion. A stone monument, I think, at the western end of the promenade, near the entrance to Jubilee Gardens.”

“But that site has been set aside for a statue of Sir Copson Bosomworth,” objected Mr Bretherson.

“Aye,” agreed Percy Flint. “Sir Copson is Little Piddling’s finest son. You know we have spoken about erecting a memorial to our intrepid explorer.”

“It has been discussed, yes, but are we sure?” Sir Hereward turned to him, brows raised. “Do we really want to celebrate a man who got lost?”

“He never returned from the Amazon,” replied Mr Bretherson. “That is hardly the same as losing your way when coming back from Much Piddling.”

The Mayor dismissed this with the wave of a hand. “Nevertheless, it must be thirty years since Sir Copson went missing. That is history, my friends. History! We should be looking to the future. I believe we should have a monument on that spot, where the majority of our visitors will see it, and it should be emblazoned with the town name.”

“It will need to be the size of an omnibus for a name that long,” remarked Percy Flint, grinning.

“It will be as large as required,” declared Sir Hereward grandly. He stemmed a sudden murmur of consternation by putting up one imperious hand. “And I shall pay for the whole.”

As he had foreseen, his munificence silenced most of the objections.

“But what about Sir Copson?” demanded Mr Bretherson, battling on gamely. “Lady Bosomworth will be most disappointed.”

“Ah, Lady Bosomworth.” Sir Hereward shook his head sadly. “An estimable lady, but, ah, not very free with the purse strings, shall we say?”

“She made a very generous donation towards the public conveniences.”

“The original ones, I grant you, Bretherson, but she was not so forthcoming for the refurbishments, was she? Neither did she contribute towards the new heating system for the Town Hall, nor the new wing of the Cottage Hospital.”

“Perhaps if we’d told her she’d have her name on a brass plaque outside each of those buildings, she would have been more inclined to stump up,” suggested Percy Flint.

Sir Hereward ignored this.

“I have already approached Mr Lamb, the stone mason, and he has agreed to start work on finding a suitable design.”

“And no doubt he will make sure that has your name is on it, too.”

“As the major sponsor, I believe that is entirely appropriate,” retorted the Mayor, glaring at the builder. “But to avoid any doubt, we will ask everyone for their thoughts.” He cast a hard stare around the table. “All those in favour?”

A majority of hands crept up and Sir Hereward bent his unwavering stare upon Mr Arbuttle, who reluctantly raised his arm.

“Carried! You will minute that, Mr Clerk.”

Edward Simister gave an apologetic cough.

“We can do nothing more now until the proposal has been fully discussed and we have a formal vote, Mr Mayor,” Edward Simister reminded him. “I have added it to the agenda for the next meeting, at the beginning of May, which should give us plenty of time to get in quotations for the monument and road signage. Now, is that everything?”

• • • •
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Sir Hereward walked back to Wakeleigh Towers in good spirits. He would have liked to decide the matter of the name change immediately, but another few weeks would not make much difference and he was confident he would get his way. Percy Flint was the councillor most opposed to the idea, but he was about to put in a planning application for more houses on the edge of the town and would need Sir Hereward’s support to push that through. A quiet word to Percy before the next meeting should do the trick.

• • • •
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Rudolph Spendlove could not settle to his work. It was over a week since the council meeting and he had heard nothing. He had expected Sir Hereward to seek him out and tell him how his grand idea had been received, but the Mayor had made no attempt to contact him. A casual enquiry of his neighbour gave him no clue as to what had happened at the meeting. Edward Simister had been clerk of the council for many years, and was not in the habit of divulging council business to anyone.

As he was preparing to set off for the regular Saturday bicycle club, Rudolph toyed with the idea of stopping at Wakeleigh Towers, but decided against it, mindful of Sir Hereward’s instructions. And perhaps it would not be wise to call upon Sir Hereward today. What if he was shown into the drawing room and Lady Wakeleigh should see him? The sight of a man so scantily clad in his racing attire might well cause her to faint. He would have to wait until the Mayor made one of his infrequent appearances at the Town Hall and find an excuse to speak to him then. It was unsatisfactory, but it would have to do.

His opportunity came two days later, when he learned from Edward Simister that the Mayor was expected at the Town Hall that day. Rudolph armed himself with a sheaf of papers, in case anyone should ask him why he was not poring over old texts in the fusty atmosphere of his basement archives, and spent the morning prowling the corridors.

Fortune favoured him and he came upon his quarry making his way towards the Mayoral office along an empty corridor.

“Good morning, Sir Hereward.” Rudolph positioned himself in such a way that the Mayor had no option but to stop. Rudolph lowered his voice. “I wanted to ask you what the council thought about my proposal?”

“What?”

“To change the name of the town.”

“Oh, yes. It went down very well.”

“Ah, that’s good. The evidence in my report convinced them it was viable?”

“Your—” Sir Hereward looked blank for a moment. “Oh, that. Yes, yes, everything is going forward.” He gave a hearty laugh and clapped Rudolph on the shoulder. “Couldn’t have done it without your advice, my boy.”

“Then they have already approved it?” Rudolph felt a sudden rush of pleasure.

“There is no decision yet. That will be made at the next meeting, but I have no doubt we shall push it through.” The Mayor dragged his pocket watch out by its chain. “Goodness, is that the time? I must get on, Spendlove. If you will excuse me?”

It took all his courage, but Rudolph did not move. “You will keep me informed?”

“Oh yes. Of course, of course.”

The Mayor hurried away and Rudolph made his way back down the stairs to his basement stronghold, elation filling his soul. He was no longer merely Town Archivist. He was Little Piddling’s historical advisor. In future he would be consulted upon all manner of matters. Perhaps he might even write a book. The History of Little Piddling. It was likely that, after this, he would be asked by Much Piddling to research their past and produce a similar tome. After all, everyone knew they had lost their archivist years ago and now all Much Piddling’s papers were locked away, unloved and disregarded.

Rudolph went back to his desk, but little work was achieved for the rest of the day. Instead he found himself drifting off into a beatific dream of fame and fortune.

• • • •
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The prospect of change wrought a transformation in Rudolph. It gave him confidence. He no longer blushed and looked the other way when he saw Millicent Simister. Instead he smiled and wished her good morning. They even, occasionally, managed a little conversation and, on the Sunday before the council’s May meeting, he plucked up the courage to accompany her back from church.

It was all very circumspect, Mrs Spendlove following close behind with Millicent’s parents while the two young people chattered away in front. When they reached their adjoining houses in Cosmo Terrace, Rudolph was encouraged to risk a further step.

He said, “It is such a lovely day, Miss Simister, I wondered—that is, perhaps you would like to take a stroll along the promenade with me?”

“What, now? Oh goodness, Mr Spendlove, I am not sure if my mother can spare me.”

However, Mrs Simister was only too pleased to see such a steady young man as Rudolph Spendlove taking an interest in her daughter. If she was honest, she would have been pleased to see any man taking an interest in Millicent. At twenty-two, she was already past her prime and her fond mama had begun to despair of marrying her off.

“I can spare you very well, Millicent, my love,” she said. “Off you go now and enjoy the sunshine.”

• • • •
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For Rudolph, walking off with Millicent on his arm, the prospects had never looked brighter. They were getting along quite famously. They walked almost the whole length of the promenade and when Rudolph looked up, he saw the row of beach huts standing sentinel in the distance.

“My mother owns one of the beach huts, did you know?”

“No, really? How absolutely wonderful. I have always thought they looked so pretty. I should dearly like to see inside it.”

Her words delighted him and he beamed. “Then you shall.” He escorted her to the beach huts and stopped halfway along the boardwalk. “Here we are. This is my mother’s hut.”

The brown paint stood out in stark contrast to the pale pinks, blues and yellows around it. Glancing at his companion, Rudolph saw a shadow flicker across her face.

“Oh. It is...it is very different.”

“My parents visited the Isle of Wight for their honeymoon,” he said by way of explanation. “Mother was inspired by the cottage Prince Albert built for Queen Victoria and had the hut—” he drew in a breath, taking in the false support beams, the fancy glazing bars and elaborate carving on the eaves and the balustrade “—transformed.”

“Oh.” Her gaze travelled over the hut and came to rest on the carved nameplate over the door. “Rassendyll Lodge. That is from The Prisoner of Zenda.” She clapped her hands together and turned to him, her pansy brown eyes shining. “That explains everything. That is quite my favourite novel.”

“It is?” Rudolph looked at her eagerly. “I was named after Rudolph.”

For one dreadful moment he thought Millicent was going to laugh. Certainly, her eyes twinkled and there was a distinct tremor in her voice when she responded. “How...how fascinating.” She waved towards the door. “May I see inside?”

“Of course.” He unlocked the door. “After you, Miss Simister.”

Following Millicent into the beach hut, Rudolph was glad his mother had kept the interior plain. There were just a couple of comfortable chairs where one might shelter from a chill wind, a little table and a small cupboard.

“Do you use this place to change into your bathing suit?” Millicent asked him.

“Yes.” Rudolph felt a blush heating his cheeks. “Although I do not bathe in the sea very often.”

She sighed. “I can swim, but only a little, and I haven’t been in the water for years. If I had a hut like this, I think I should bathe in the sea every day, when the weather was fine enough.”

He was tempted to tell her she could use the beach hut at any time she wanted, but he refrained. Mother might object.

She took a step back, towards the open door. “Thank you for showing me your beach hut, Mr Spendlove.”

“Please, call me Rudolph.”

“Rudolph, then.”

“May I call you Millicent?”

“If you would like to.”

She blushed adorably and he felt a strong and rather frightening desire to kiss her. That, of course, was quite out of the question, but he was emboldened to take her hands and risk a question.

“And...and will you be my sweetheart, Millicent?”

Her eyes widened. She looked startled and snatched her hands out of his grasp.

He said quickly, “I beg your pardon. I should not have presumed, upon so slight an acquaintance.” He turned away, mortified. “I did not mean to offend you.”

She touched his arm.

“I am not offended,” she said gently. “It is merely that—” She stopped and he thought he heard a sigh. “I should be very happy to be friends with you, Rudolph, but I am not...not looking for a beau. At least, not one from Little Piddling. You see, I want more from life,” she told him. “I want adventure. I so want to see the world. I have no wish to settle down yet.”

“You think I am boring.”

“No. Well, yes.” She flushed. “A little. You have told me all about your work, remember, so I know that you are cooped up all day in the archives, poring over dusty papers. You must admit that it is very dull work.”

“No, no, you are quite wrong about that. It is fascinating, I am never happier than when I am working.”

She gave him a pitying look and said gently, “I think that rather proves my point. I am so sorry to disappoint you, Rudolph. I hope— I hope very much we can forget what has happened here and we can still be friends?”

If only he could explain to her how much he enjoyed his work and the thrill of discovering a little-known fact in some obscure document. He especially wished he could tell her about his report for Sir Hereward and how he had been instrumental in improving the fortunes of Little Piddling, but he had been sworn to secrecy. However, when it became public knowledge that he was behind the grand plan to change the name of the town, he would be able to explain it all in detail to her. Perhaps even take her to the archives. She could not fail to be impressed when he showed her the shelves full of rolls, ledgers and boxes of papers that he had scoured to seek out and document the little details that had been required to support his argument.

But that was for the future. Now he had to rescue this very delicate situation. He straightened his shoulders and gave her a smile.

“Of course we can be friends, Millicent. Will you allow me to escort you back to Cosmo Terrace?”

• • • •
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Once again, the day of the council meeting arrived and passed and Rudolph heard nothing from Sir Hereward. However, this time, he was not kept wondering for long. A few days after the meeting, Rudolph came down for breakfast to find his mother already seated at the table, the latest copy of the Piddling Post in her hands.

“Good Heavens,” she said, by way of greeting. “Have you seen this?”

She held the newspaper towards him and he read the headline emblazoned across the front page. “Grand Plans for Little Piddling.”

At last. He schooled his face into a look of polite interest and asked her as calmly as he could what it meant.

“Sir Hereward has proposed that the town should in future be called Little Piddling sur Mer. Apparently he prepared and presented a full and comprehensive report, outlining the town’s close ties with the Continent.”

“He prepared a report?” It was as much as Rudolph could do not to snatch the paper from his mother’s hands. “May I look?”

“Of course. Dear me. A change of name. We shall need new visiting cards, of course, and headed notepaper. But Little Piddling sur Mer has a certain...cachet, don’t you think?”

Rudolph was not listening. His eyes ran down the page and with every sentence his anger and chagrin increased. Sir Hereward had claimed the idea for his own. His fellow councillors praised his diligent endeavours on behalf of the town. Mr Sydney Arbuttle was even quoted as saying the move was a stroke of genius. Rudolph read the report over a second time before accepting the unpalatable truth.

He was not mentioned.

• • • •
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Injustice burning in his breast, Rudolph left the house, but instead of making his way to the archives, he strode up the hill to Wakeleigh Towers. Sir Hereward, he was informed, had not yet left his room. When the maid would have closed the door, Rudolph put his foot in the gap.

“Then ask him to come down. If you please.”

Shaking at his own daring, he followed the maid into the drawing room and paced anxiously while she scurried away to find her master.

“Well, Spendlove?” Sir Hereward came in and closed the door behind him with a snap. “Is there an emergency? Has something happened at the Town Hall?”

“This has happened.” Rudolph pulled the folded newspaper from inside his coat and thrust it at Sir Hereward.

The Mayor looked at the paper but made no attempt to take it from him.

“What of it?”

“The name change,” said Rudolph. “This report says it was entirely your initiative. That the idea, the research, was all your own.”

“But of course. What else should it say?”

“The name change was my idea.” Rudolph spluttered. “I suggested we add ‘sur mer’, that we use French instead of Latin. It was I who sought out the historical evidence and compiled all the arguments in favour. I spent days, weeks, producing that report. All forty pages of it.”

“And I appreciate your effort, Spendlove, but really, do you think anyone would have taken any notice if I had put this forward as your idea? If I had told them this was the brainchild of a mere office boy?”

Office boy! Rudolph flushed to the roots of his hair.

“But it was my idea.”

“Ah, but would you have thought of it, if I had not asked you to look into the matter? That is where we differ, Spendlove. Mine is the creative mind, the intelligence that comes up with the grand design. Your role is to assist me in the execution of the plans.”

“But it was my plan. My idea.”

“Oh? And where is your proof? Do you have a copy of the report you gave me? No, I thought not. If you challenge me, I shall merely say I asked you to provide the documentary evidence to support my arguments.” Sir Hereward walked to the door and opened it. “Now, if you have said your piece, you had best get back to the archives before your tardiness attracts attention. And besides, there are devilled kidneys for breakfast this morning and they will be growing cold. Good day to you, Spendlove.”

Thus dismissed, Rudolph left the Towers and, with leaden feet, made his way to the Town Hall. His hopes, his dreams were in tatters. The honour of raising Little Piddling to new heights would not be his. He would not be lauded for his academic prowess. The townsfolk would not claim him for their saviour. Even if he told anyone of his efforts, they would think it vain boasting.

And Millicent would never think him other than a dull clerk. An office boy.

• • • •
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Somehow, Rudolph struggled through the rest of the day. When he emerged from his basement, everyone in the Town Hall was talking about Sir Hereward’s great achievement. For once, Little Piddling commanded the front page with its announcement and had stolen the march on its larger neighbour. On his way home he called into the local stationer’s to purchase more pen nibs to find Mr Ottery, the owner, was already celebrating the extra business coming his way. Everyone would need more stationery, new invoices, business and calling cards, not to mention the guide books that would have to be reprinted. He would need to take on another apprentice to cope with the workload.

When Rupert arrived at Cosmo Terrace, Mrs Spendlove was entertaining Mrs Arbuttle, who had called to discuss the new developments and Rudolph was obliged to listen once again while Sir Hereward’s praises were sung.

Excusing himself, Rudolph went for a walk. It was a fine summer’s evening, but the promenade was not crowded, and he strode along, trying to clear his brain and his heart of its anguish. Everyone else appeared to be excited by the news of the change of name, yet his had been the work, the effort, the inspiration and he was not to receive any of the acclaim.

The beach huts were in sight and even at a distance, Rassendyll Lodge, at the very centre of the row, stood out like a sore thumb between the pastel hues of its neighbours. Rudolph strode on until he reached his mother’s hut and, as he gazed up at the elaborate frontage, a change came over him. It might be brash, some might consider its excessive carving, its shutters and ornamented balustrade as vulgar, but it was certainly not boring.

He knew full well that his namesake was the noble English hero of Mr Hope’s novels and any house Rassendyll might have owned would never have looked like this. The florid, overdecorated style of an Alpine chalet was more in keeping with the villain of the piece, and secretly Rudolph had always thought Rupert of Hentzau much more dashing than the hero.

Rudolph Rassendyll had been very noble, but where had it got him? Perhaps it was time for him to change his allegiance. In future he would not model himself on the noble, self-effacing hero. No, in future he would become more like Rupert.

He would have his revenge.



Chapter Two

AFTER A NIGHT’S SLEEP, RUDOLPH was still determined to follow his plan to become more like the villain of Zenda, although he decided that changing his name to Rupert would not be feasible. For one thing, Mother would want to know why. However, he could change his appearance. He began to wax his moustache, encouraging the sides to grow while he stood before the mirror and practised twirling the ends between thumb and forefinger. His hair, formerly shorn neatly around the back, now grew longer and curled daringly over his collar. When he was not working, he left off his bowler hat in favour of a soft black trilby, which he considered gave him a rakish look. It was a good start, he thought. He felt more confident, somehow, and for the first time in weeks he walked with his shoulders back and an added spring in his step.

However, he was no nearer deciding how he was to punish Sir Hereward. Various plans came to him, only to be discarded. Revenge filled his thoughts. Even his Saturday morning bicycle rides passed in a blur. And when he accompanied his mother to church on Sunday, he quite forgot to speak to Mr and Mrs Simister or their daughter but spent the whole service with a crease in his brows, his thoughts very far from his surroundings.

Rudolph’s behaviour piqued Millicent, who had grown accustomed to being the object of his attentions. When the service was over and her parents dawdled in the graveyard, exchanging pleasantries with their friends and neighbours, she hung back, waiting for Rudolph to emerge from the church. When he did so, she stood in his way, pretending not to notice him until he was almost upon her.

“Oh, Rudolph.” She feigned a small start of surprise. “I did not see you there.”

His distracted look was so far from the fawning adoration he usually bestowed upon her that she felt the first stirrings of alarm. She gave him her sunniest smile.

“I have not seen you all week, Rudolph. Have you been so very busy at the Town Hall?”

“What? Oh, yes, yes. Extremely busy. I have had a lot to think about.”

His manner was offhand and she sought for something more to say.

“But you have still found time to ride out on your bicycle—I saw you setting off yesterday morning, you know.”

“What? Oh well, yes.” He waved a distracted hand. “One must keep up the exercise, you know.”

“I think it looks very exciting, Rudolph. I should very much like to be able to ride.”

For the first time, he showed a little interest. “You would? It’s not that difficult, you know.”

“Not for a clever man like you, perhaps,” she told him, eyelashes fluttering.

“Oh, I don’t know.” He puffed out his chest, visibly pleased at her comment. He glanced past her. “Mother has turned for home with your parents. May I escort you back to Cosmo Terrace?”

She hesitated slightly for modesty’s sake, then placed her fingers delicately on his proffered sleeve.

“My friend Lucinda Grayson has a bicycle, you know. She keeps it at Primly Court, Lady Bosomworth’s residence.”

Millicent added this last grandly, although she had been there but once, a few years earlier, when old Lady Bosomworth had been persuaded by the vicar to open her grounds for a garden party in aid of the Mothers’ Union. It was there she had met Mrs Grayson. Although Lucinda was a widow and several years older than Millicent, their friendship had blossomed during one idyllic summer when Lady Bosomworth had owned a beach hut and they had enjoyed sea bathing together. But that was before Lucinda began her incessant travels, and since then they had kept in touch by correspondence.

Millicent sighed. It was inevitable, she supposed, that the great-niece of an intrepid explorer would want to have adventures of her own. Millicent wished with all her heart that she, too, might see something of the world but it seemed unlikely. Mama was desperate for her to settle down to a life of household duties and motherhood and Milly supposed she would have to do so, and soon, if she was not to become an old maid.

She continued, “Lucinda comes to the area so rarely now that she has offered to give the bicycle to me.” Millicent peeped up at him. “If only I could ride, I am sure it would be extremely beneficial to my health.”

She let the words hang and was gratified a few moments later when Rudolph responded.

“I could teach you to ride, Millicent.”

She stopped and turned to look up at him, her hands clasped before her. “You could? Oh, that would be most kind of you, Rudolph. I will write a note to Lucinda immediately. I believe she is currently staying at Primly. If she is amenable, I could perhaps collect it from her.”

Rudolph hesitated. For a moment he had been distracted from his plan to seek vengeance, but now it came back to him. What time had he for teaching young ladies to ride a bicycle? Any day now, inspiration might strike him and he must be ready to grasp the nettle and take his revenge upon Sir Hereward for his dastardly appropriation of all Rudolph’s hard work.

However, since nothing had yet occurred to him, what harm could it do to spend a couple of evenings with Millicent Simister? He was sure Rupert of Hentzau would not turn his back on a pretty young lady. Teaching Milly to ride would be a pleasure. She would need a great deal of help at first, of course, and he might even be obliged to hold her while she found her balance.

That thought sent a tingle of anticipation running through him. He smiled.

“I should be delighted to teach you, Millicent. You let me know as soon as you have a bicycle, and we will begin our lessons.”

• • • •
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A few days later, Rudolph was on his way home from a hard day at the archives when he saw a woman ahead of him disappearing into Jubilee Gardens. He recognised her as Mrs Lucinda Grayson and his fingers stole up to the spindly ends of his fledgling moustache. What was the beautiful widow doing, wandering alone in the gardens? Why, anything might happen to her. It was up to a gentleman to offer his escort.

Rudolph lengthened his stride and hurried after her into the deserted gardens. The sun had disappeared and the threat of an imminent rainstorm had persuaded nannies to take their young charges home, while those who worked for a living had not yet emerged for an evening stroll, having been obliged to go home and change first. Rudolph, however, even in his work suit, saw his duty clear. He continued to follow Mrs Grayson.

His quarry sat down on a bench and Rudolph slowed his pace, watching her. She dragged a handkerchief from her pocket and dabbed at her eyes. By Jove, she was weeping. A damsel in distress, and clearly in need of manly support. He walked up to her and cleared his throat to announce his presence.

“Mrs Grayson, may I be of any assistance to you?”

She started. “Oh! Do I know you, sir? Have we been introduced?”

Her cold tone would have unnerved the old Rudolph, but he was now more Rupert of Hentzau, and not a man to be intimated by a mere woman.

He smiled and tipped his hat. “Alas, I have not had that pleasure, but I saw you with Lady Bosomworth, when she visited the Town Hall. Rudolph Spendlove, at your service, ma’am.” He schooled his features into what he hoped was an expression of sympathy. “I pray you will forgive the presumption, but seeing you are all alone, I could not pass without stopping to enquire if I could be of any help at all to you?”

She had wiped her cheeks and now regarded him with a little less hauteur.

“Oh, you live in Cosmo Terrace, do you not? Millicent has mentioned you in her letters. My carriage is to meet me in a quarter of an hour to convey me to Primly. I decided to stroll in the park while I wait.”

Rudolph’s chest swelled at the thought that Millicent should have mentioned him to her grand friend. He gestured to the bench and, when Mrs Grayson did not object, he sat down beside her.

“You look unhappy, ma’am, is there anything I can do?”

“No, no. I am merely a little sad at losing a very good friend.” She touched her handkerchief to her eyes once more.

“Good heavens, you mean your friend is...has passed on?”

“No.” She straightened and blinked, very hard. “He...he has gone away.”

Ah. A man friend, thought Rudolph. The poor lady must surely be in need of consolation.

“Now, now, my dear, do not cry.” He ventured to put his arm along the back of the bench so that it was almost around her shoulder. At the same time, he reached into his pocket for his own handkerchief. Thank heavens Mother always insisted he should have a clean one with him.

Amazed at his own temerity, he tilted Lucinda’s flower-like countenance upwards and smiled at her. “You must not spoil your pretty cheeks with tears, my dear.”

The lady recoiled immediately. “How dare you! Let me go this instant!”

Her indignation brought Rudolph to his senses. He jumped to his feet, his thin cheeks on fire with mortification.

“My dear Mrs Grayson, I humbly beg your pardon. Forgive me, I did not mean—”

“Did you not, indeed?” The lady was on her feet now, shaking out her skirts and glaring at him.

“No, no, I was merely— that is— Oh my lord, I had no intention of behaving in such an ungentlemanly way.”

“Hah!” The lady gave a brittle little laugh. “In my experience you were behaving just like a gentleman! Rogues and scoundrels, all of you, and you care not a whit about how many hearts you may break. Good day to you, sir!”

• • • •
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With that she stormed off, leaving Rudolph red-faced and ashamed. Good heavens, what on earth had come over him? He was turning into more of a cad than even he had thought. He turned and slowly made his way back to Cosmo Terrace. It was becoming clear to him that it was one thing to admire the cunning and ruthlessness of Rupert of Hentzau, but it was quite another to emulate the man when it meant ignoring all the tenets that had been drummed into him since childhood.

He stopped as another horrid thought accosted him and his blood suddenly ran cold. What if Lucinda told Millicent of his attempted seduction? It was one thing not to be boring, quite another to be considered a Lothario. Alas, there was nothing he could do about that now. He walked the last few yards to his house with his shoulders slumped.

He had promised to give Millicent a bicycle-riding lesson once she was in possession of a machine and it was quite clear now that she had a bicycle, but would she advise him of the fact, as she had promised? He glanced at the Simisters’ house as he turned onto the little path leading to his own front door. Well, if he did not hear from her, he would know the worst.

• • • •
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By Friday morning, Rudolph was quite prepared to believe that Lucinda had told Millicent of their encounter and that he had lost her forever. The day dragged. Even the discovery of a hitherto undocumented report on the failings of the 1899 sewage outfall pipe failed to rouse him from his lethargy and, when he saw Edward Simister waiting for him as he left the building that evening, he almost turned tail and scurried back inside. Too late. Mr Simister had seen him.

“Ah, Spendlove, there you are. I was waiting for you. Milly gave me a message for you, my boy.”

“Sh-she did?” Rudolph braced himself for a tirade.

“Yes, she told me to ask if you were free this evening, at eight o’clock.”

“Sh-she did?” he said again.

“Aye, she did. For a bicycle lesson. Only you are not to be wearing that scandalous racing suit of yours. Why, you might as well be naked, sir.”

“No, no, of course not. I have a cycling suit. Knickerbockers and woollen hose, very respectable,” Rudolph said, quick to reassure him. He added eagerly, “Not that I shall need to wear it whilst I am teaching Miss Simister how to ride. We could meet on Saturday morning, if that would suit better, sir.”

“Millicent tells me you have your bicycle club meeting then and we would not wish to disrupt that. No, no, this evening will suit. Eight o’clock, Millicent said.”

“Excellent, sir. Thank you.”

“But only for an hour, mind you. I’ll not have you keeping my girl out after dark.”

“No, of course not, sir. I wouldn’t dream of it.” Rudolph knew that was not quite true. He dreamed quite often of strolling in the moonlight with Millicent. Even stealing a kiss...

“Well, Spendlove, are you free?”

“Y-yes, I can be.”

“Splendid. Shall we walk home together?”

In silence Rudolph fell into step beside Edward Simister, feeling more than a little weak at the knees. It would appear that Lucinda Grayson had not told Millicent that he was a debauched rogue. Thinking back, she had told him he had behaved like all other gentlemen. And a beautiful woman such as Lucinda Grayson must know any number of gentlemen, so it must be true.

“Mighty good of you to give up your time for her, my boy,” remarked Mr Simister. “Good little thing, Millicent, and if she wants a hobby, she could do worse than the bicycle. She has an excess of energy, you see. I was afraid for a while she might want to join these dashed females campaigning for votes for women.” He was silent, shaking his head at the thought, then he turned to smile at Rudolph. “So, my boy, anything you can do to give her thoughts another turn would be very welcome.”

• • • •
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Rudolph arrived at the Simisters’ house on the dot of eight o’clock and by ten past the hour, he was pushing her bicycle towards Jubilee Gardens with Millicent walking beside him. She had been adamant that she did not wish to take her first lessons in view of her friends and family in Cosmo Terrace, so Rudolph had suggested the wide, flat paths around the gardens.

An hour later and Millicent was riding around the paths with Rudolph running alongside. True, she was a little wobbly and she needed Rudolph to steady her when she came to a stop, but she achieved a complete circuit of the gardens and Rudolph declared that the first lesson had been a success. He suggested they might meet the following Tuesday for another lesson and Millicent agreed with flattering eagerness.

“Would you like to ride somewhere different next time?” he asked her, as they walked back to Cosmo Terrace, wheeling the bicycle between them.

“Oh yes, if you think I might,” she replied eagerly.

“Perhaps we could try the promenade.” He added, when she hesitated, “It is usually pretty quiet at this time of an evening and there is plenty of space to avoid pedestrians.”

“Then yes, if you think I will not be a danger to anyone.” They had reached Millicent’s gate and she stopped, a faint blush painting her cheeks. “I cannot thank you enough, Rudolph. I enjoyed that immensely.”

“So, too, did I,” He opened the gate for her and she wheeled the bicycle through. “Until next Tuesday, then.”

“Until Tuesday,” she called, adding with a little laugh, “if it doesn’t rain.”

With a cheery wave Rudolph made his way to his own front door. Rain? At that moment he thought this summer might be one of eternal sunshine.

• • • •
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The bicycle lessons fell into a twice-weekly routine and gave Rudolph some much needed relief from his fruitless attempts to devise some means of revenge upon Sir Hereward. Plans for the new town name were steaming ahead and at the Town Hall there was no escaping them. It seemed to Rudolph that everyone had a part to play, except himself, and that only rubbed salt into his still open wound.

By the end of June, Millicent was sufficiently practised for Rudolph to suggest that, since the racing club was having its summer break, they might take a Saturday morning ride onto the headland. The day dawned bright and sunny, and Millicent looked particularly fetching in her new cycling suit with its fitted jacket and knickerbockers. She wore a matching hat decorated with a blue ribbon, the ends fluttering like pennants as she rode along.

They saw no other cyclists on their route, and only a few walkers making the steep climb to the cliff top. When they reached Piddling Point, they stopped and walked to the cliff edge to take in the view. Below them, Piddling Bay basked in the sunshine.

Millicent took in a deep breath.

“Oh, Rudolph, isn’t it wonderful up here? And look, you can see the beach huts.” She laughed. “From here they look like a selection of my favourite fruit drops.”

“Yes, very colourful.” Rudolph could not help thinking that Rassendyll looked more like a treacle toffee in the middle of the row. “We should be getting back now. Come along, it will be easier going downhill.”

“No, wait.” Millicent touched his arm. “The lady over there. I think she is crying.”

Rudolph glanced across at the woman. She was dressed in a black bombazine gown and bonnet and was standing near the cliff edge, looking out to sea. Unlike his mother’s ethereal appearance, this widow presented a substantial figure and, although she was mopping her cheeks with a black-edged handkerchief, there was a determined look upon her strong features. He thought she looked to be the sort of matron who demanded young men move out of her way, or waved an umbrella angrily if they passed too close on their bicycle.

“Well, it is none of our business,” he muttered. “We really should not intrude upon her private grief. Come along...”

“Oh, but we should at least ask if she needs help,” replied the soft-hearted Millicent. “We cannot walk away and ignore her.”

Before Rudolph had time to argue, she moved towards the woman.

“I do beg your pardon,” she addressed the woman with kindly diffidence, “but I could not help noticing that you are distressed. Is there anything we can do?”

The matron finished wiping her eyes and turned to look at Millicent. It was a very considering look, and Rudolph kept his distance, feeling uncomfortable.

“That is very good of you,” replied the widow, pushing her handkerchief back into her bag. “But there is nothing to be done, thank you.”

That was good enough for Rudolph. He touched Millicent’s arm and muttered that they should withdraw, but she ignored him and took a step closer to the woman.

“Oh, but it must be something to make you so unhappy,” she said softly. “Sometimes it does one good to speak of it. In confidence, of course.”

Rudolph braced himself for a rebuttal, ready to carry Millicent away, but the lady merely regarded Millicent for another long moment, then she sighed.

“It is my son,” she said at last. “He died, four years ago.”

“Oh, I am so very sorry.” There was genuine sadness in Millicent’s voice. “Was this a favourite spot of his?”

The woman shook her head. “No, but I come up here on the anniversary of his death to remember him. To see where he took his last swim. He loved the water, you see, and he became sick and died after swimming in the bay. He was only four and twenty.”

“Oh, bad luck,” murmured Rudolph, who was anxious now to set off on the return ride.

The old woman fixed him with a stare.

“Not bad luck at all, young man. It was due to poor sanitation. The outfall pipe for Little Piddling should extend beyond this headland, but it does not. It ends in line with Piddling Point and at certain times of the year, instead of being dispersed out into the sea, the effluent is washed back into the bay.”

“But that is dreadful!” exclaimed Millicent. “The council should do something about it.”

She looked to Rudolph, who spluttered, “I only work in the archives; I have no influence with the council at all.”

“Perhaps Sir Hereward could help,” Millicent suggested.

The widow gave a snort. “He could, but he won’t, and the council are too frightened to go against him. Our Mayor will only support causes that reflect well upon him, such as this ludicrous idea of changing the town’s name.”

These disparaging remarks about what had, after all, been his idea, caused Rudolph to feel a certain amount of indignation, but it was somewhat diluted because he shared the woman’s animosity towards Sir Hereward.

“I beg your pardon, I should not be taking your time with all this.” The widow touched Millicent’s arm and gave her a tiny smile. “But you are right, my dear, it has helped me to talk of it.”

With that, the woman walked off.

“Oh, my goodness, what a tragedy.” Millicent sighed as she accompanied Rudolph back to their bicycles. “I believe Mr Bretherson recently suggested they should make improvements to the sewage disposal system, but the council would not authorise further expenditure because Sir Hereward was so against it. Father came home and told Mama all about it and he almost never tells us anything about council business, which just shows how put out he was, doesn’t it?”

Rudolph muttered sympathetic noises. The widow’s complaint gave an added sense of justice to his own resentment against Sir Hereward, but, really, there was little he could do about it, except redouble his efforts to find a way to be revenged upon the Mayor.

The problem of revenge continued to haunt Rudolph. Every time he heard talk of the new town name—and it was mentioned a great deal in the Town Hall—he felt more aggrieved. How he longed for the days when one could challenge a fellow to a duel. Not that he had ever learned to fence, of course, and the idea of using a pistol was quite abhorrent, but he could not deny that defending one’s honour with one’s life had a very noble ring to it.

• • • •
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Two days after the outing to Piddling Point, Rudolph was returning a box of papers to the Archive when he saw Albert Kettlesing hurrying down the corridor. Albert worked in the mailroom at the Town Hall and generally had a cheery word for everyone, but today he was clearly agitated. However, when Rudolph paused to ask him what was the matter, Albert merely waved him aside.

“I cannot stop now, Mr Spendlove. I promised Mr Simister I would deliver these before the end of the day.” He waved the letters in his hand and added importantly, “There’s one for the sign-makers and one for Mr Lamb the stonemason.”

Rudolph ground his teeth. There it was again, another twist of the knife. But it was not Albert’s fault, after all, so he replied pleasantly. “Oh, well, there is plenty of time for that. It is not yet four o’clock.”

“No, no, it is not getting them there,” replied Albert, edging past him. “It is getting home afterwards. You see, I am taking Millicent Simister to the theatre tonight, to see Floradora, and I don’t want to be late.”

Rudolph blinked, his feeling of ill usage rising again. He had invited Millicent to go with him to see the musical comedy and she had refused. Rage boiled through him, heating his blood, filling his lungs with hot, angry breath, but it also scoured his brain of its fog and he saw with blinding clarity what he had to do. He caught Albert’s arm.

“I can deliver them for you, if you like. That way you can get home in plenty of time to prepare for your evening out.”

“Would you? That would be really kind of you, Mr Spendlove. Thank you.”

Albert thrust the letters into his hand and went back to the postroom, whistling. Smiling, Rudolph watched him, then he continued on his way to the archives, his fingers twirling the ends of his moustache.

• • • •
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A period of unsettled weather prevented Rudolph and Millicent riding out together and it was almost two weeks before they met again, when they rode to the tea rooms in Much Piddling. This had been a daring suggestion of Rudolph’s, but he was inordinately pleased when Millicent agreed to it. During the past weeks, his feelings had been swinging erratically between hope and despair. He was morbidly afraid Millicent might prefer Albert Kettlesing’s company to his own, but surely, the fact that she had agreed to spend the whole of Saturday riding out with him was a cause for optimism?
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