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      This is the fifth Mapp and Lucia pastiche that I have produced – and it has taken me longer to write it than it took to write the previous stories, for a variety of reasons, partly because it does in fact contain more words, partly because I was simultaneously writing and promoting another book (completely unrelated to Mapp and Lucia), and partly because of personal matters.

      This one has been fun to write. Once again, the characters, including the new arrival in Tilling, took over and dictated the plot to me.

      I wanted to introduce a character who was professionally involved in the arts, but not the type of aesthete who was encountered by Lucia in her conquest of London. I grew quite fond of Quentin Bontemps as time went on, and there is perhaps an element of wish-fulfilment there – meaning that I would like the ability to pour oil on troubled waters with the same degree of efficiency as him.

      I’ve added a surprising (and some may feel uncanonical) element to Mapp’s character – a rather surprising sense of humour. Somehow, I don’t feel this is totally unexpected.

      Once more, very special thanks to my friend Victoria Yardley, who once again took the trouble to read through what I thought was a print-ready manuscript, and proved me wrong. All remaining misteaks are mine.

      And thanks to you and all who have made this series such an unexpected success. It’s been a wonderful experience seeing the positive reactions to my work.

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

      
        
        Hugh Ashton

        Lichfield, 2022
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      “Have you seen Major Benjy today?” Diva Plaistow asked Georgie Pillson as he came out of Twistevant’s, having ordered some hothouse grapes to be sent to Mallards.

      “Good morning,” he answered, raising his hat (a new straw boater, with a rather dashing ribbon of purple and salmon pink). “No. In fact I don’t think I have laid eyes on him since Sunday at church. Why?”

      “Corduroy trousers. Flannel shirt. Carrying spade. Got on tram with it. Extraordinary,” Diva replied telegraphically.

      “I agree, that does seem rather strange,” Georgie replied. “He didn’t say anything, I take it?”

      “Not a word,” Diva said, with an air of regret. “Ho hum. I suppose we’ll hear all about it in time. Oh, there’s the Padre and Evie. I wonder if they have heard anything.”

      “Good morrow to ye, Mistress Plaistow, and to you, Master Pillson,” the Padre greeted them when he and his wife joined them in answer to Diva’s summoning hail. “And what news this fair morn?”

      “Major Benjy,” said Diva enigmatically.

      “Och aye. I ken well what you mean. I saw him wearing a most strange outfit—”

      “—just like Irene,” squeaked Evie.

      “Strange for him, I meant to say. Carrying a spade and fairly running for the tram, I ween. On his way to dig and delve, I dinna doubt.”

      “But you don’t know why?” Georgie asked.

      “I was hoping that you might be able to tell me,” the Padre said, Scotland seemingly forgotten. “I had the notion that he might have taken up as a navvy.”

      “I would think that to be most unlikely,” said Georgie. “I don’t think that Elizabeth would allow that.”

      “Aye, that’s a fair point and a’ that. Well, we must be stepping, wee wifie and I. No time to stand gawking with a sermon to write.”

      “‘Gawking’ indeed,” sniffed Diva when he had gone. “Ha!”

      “Here’s Elizabeth coming up the street,” said Georgie. “We could ask her.”

      “You’re as likely to get sense out of her as you are out of this paving-stone,” said Diva. “Anyway, I am not going to be talking to her. She took the last duck at Rice’s right from under my nose. She knew I was going to order a duck because I’d told her the day before that I had planned on one, and when I got to Rice’s later on he said to me that Mrs Mapp-Flint had just been in and taken the last one. So I’ll see you later, Mr Georgie, and do let me know if you find out anything.”

      Georgie promised to do so, and tipped his hat twice in quick succession, once in farewell to Diva, and once in greeting to Elizabeth Mapp-Flint, who, like Christmas in the month of December, was approaching too rapidly for comfort.

      “Was that dear Diva?” Elizabeth asked, knowing full well what the answer would be.

      “It was indeed. She remembered that she had left some pastry-fingers in the oven and wanted to get back to Wasters before they burned.” Georgie, though usually honest, counted kindness among his virtues, and if telling a lie, even one such as this that was destined for instant disbelief, would prevent friction between his friends and acquaintances, then he was prepared to perpetrate the misdeed. He was about to follow this up with a question about Elizabeth’s husband, but she pre-empted him with a transparent falsehood of her own.

      “Dear Benjy-boy,” she said. “He woke up this morning with the idea that he would go down to the marshes and collect samphire for our dinner tonight. So good with roast duck, you know.” She examined Georgie closely to determine if this last would produce any reaction, but Georgie’s face remained almost as mute as the paving-stones to which Diva had alluded. A closer observer than Elizabeth (and they would have to be a very close observer indeed) might have noticed a faint twitching of Georgie’s moustache, but no more than that showed on his face.

      “Indeed?” he said politely. “I am sure that it will be delicious.”

      “And now,” Elizabeth said brightly, “I must be returning to our dear little Grebe. Such a long way from the centre of town, you know, but beggars can’t be choosers.” This was yet another jab forming part of the collection comprising her long-standing litany of complaints that she had been forced by Lucia’s flagrant deception with regards to investments (as she saw it) or by her own short-sightedness and greed (as others saw it) to leave her Queen Anne house in the centre of Tilling, which was now occupied by Lucia and Georgie.
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      “Stuff and nonsense,” said Diva, when Georgie called in at Wasters to tell her about the samphire. “Can you imagine the Major going out and looking for samphire? He wouldn’t know it if he saw it. And as for Elizabeth eating the stuff… That would be like seeing pigs flying down the High Street. There’s something funny going on there, Mr Georgie, and I am sure we will find out quite soon exactly what it is.”

      Lucia, when Georgie arrived back at Mallards, was of the same opinion as Diva. “Elizabeth eating a weed that her Benjy-boy has picked by the seaside? I think not. And how very typical of her with regard to poor Diva’s duck. We should invite Diva round for dinner and give her a feast some time soon. Poor thing. I fear she is too busy looking after her tea-shop customers to take care of herself.”

      “Whom should we invite as a companion for her? Irene?”

      “I think so,” said Lucia, making a note on a notepad, before tearing off the sheet and pinning it to a cork board that stood beside her writing-desk.

      Georgie noted that there were many similar notes pinned to the board. “Are those all people whom we must invite to dinner?” he asked.

      Lucia gave her silvery laugh in a descending minor key. “Oh no, my dear,” she said. “These are little notes to myself. I find myself shockingly forgetful now that I have so many matters to concern me. And, Georgie, I have something to tell you… something quite extraordinary. An extraordinary request. I have been offered the chance to perform one of the most prestigious duties that has ever been requested of me, should I wish to accept it.”

      “What is it?” he asked, seating himself and preparing for what might well end up being quite a long conversation, verging on a monologue.

      “At the end of September, a Royal personage will be visiting Tilling, and it is envisaged that he – or it may be she – I have not as yet been informed of the identity of the visitor – will be in need of entertainment during the visit. The Mayor has sent me this letter,” waving an envelope with the arms of Tilling embossed on it, “and in it has asked me, given the success of the Elizabethan fête at Riseholme before we moved here, if I would be willing to take the lead in organising such an entertainment.”

      Georgie, whose feet still ached when he remembered the agony of the shoes he had worn as Sir Francis Drake, winced. “If you are going to produce the Elizabethan fête again, you must find another Francis Drake.”

      Lucia smiled. “I had no intention of doing so. I had in mind a subject more connected with the history of Tilling than Good Queen Bess.”

      “What is it to be?” asked Georgie.

      Lucia lowered her voice, leaned forward, and whispered in melodramatic tones a single word. Indeed, so melodramatic were the tones that Georgie was unfortunately unable to catch the word.

      “I’m sorry, you’ll have to speak up,” he said.

      Lucia sighed. “Smugglers,” she said in her usual voice. “Just imagine it,” she said. “Bales of French brandy and barrels of silk – or perhaps that should be the other way round, now I come to think of it. Bands of desperate men making their way by moonlight across the marshes to the entrance of their secret tunnel to the Traders Arms. And then the King’s Excisemen, waiting patiently with dark-lanterns and drawn pistols. And the final courtroom scene with the judge finally donning the black cap as the wretched miscreants are condemned to be hanged.”

      “I see,” said Georgie, wondering how such a spectacle could be staged at night.

      “Of course, we will need lots of actors to take the various roles, and I will need all the support I can find if I am to make a success of this. Without you behind me, my dear, there is no possible way I can undertake this. So I entreat you to provide me with the support I will need to turn my ideas into a production worthy of the attention of the Royal personage. I can then assure the Mayor and the Corporation that they will not be disappointed in their choice of me as the director of this event.”

      Georgie knew full well that whatever he said at this point, Lucia would go ahead, with or without his support. “Of course,” he sighed.

      “Very well,” said Lucia brightly. “The first thing we must do is to find our cast.”

      “Wouldn’t it be better to work out the script first, so that we know what characters we will need to cast?”

      Lucia considered this for a moment. “Do you know, Georgie, I think you may be right there. Dear me, this might be quite difficult. I am certainly going to need your assistance.”

      “Will there be speaking parts, or will you be presenting it as a series of tableaux?”

      “I had been thinking of it being presented in much the same way as our little Riseholme Elizabethan triumph. Most of the parts will be silent, but there will be a few speeches from the major characters – the leader of the smugglers, the chief of the excisemen, and of course the judge in the final scene.”

      Georgie began to laugh quietly.

      “What is so amusing?” Lucia asked him.

      “I think you might ask Major Benjy to be the chief of the smugglers’ band. I think he would be perfect in that role, don’t you?”

      “Oo is vewy naughty boy to say such things,” Lucia told him, but she herself was now laughing. “But you are perfectly right. He would make an excellent smuggler chief.”

      “And the head of the excisemen would be Mr Wyse?”

      “You are inspired today, Georgie.”

      “And for the judge…” Georgie ventured, hoping that Lucia would take the hint and nominate him for the part.

      “Since there is to be a judge, I feel I should take that part. After all, I have been a magistrate for some years now, and I know how a court of law should be conducted. I shall make a speech – not too long, somewhere in the region of five or ten minutes – in which I shall condemn the smugglers’ trade, and emphasise the loyalty of Tilling to the King and to his ministers.”

      “And for me?”

      “For you, perhaps the wicked landlord of the inn where the smugglers hide their loot. Yes, I see it now, with Diva as your wife, who also plays a role as barmaid and serving girl.”

      “I see. An innkeeper,” said Georgie, and there was more than a hint of bitterness in his voice.

      “But it is a most important part of the story,” Lucia protested, “and in any case, since we are writing this little piece, we can give you a very good part. Perhaps you can betray the smugglers to the Excisemen? Yes…” Her face took on a dreamy look as she gazed, seemingly at the scene in her imagination. “I can see it now. Let us write this down before we forget.”

      Several sheets of foolscap later, Lucia felt herself satisfied with the progress so far.

      “What are we going to do,” Georgie asked, as a thought struck him, “about Elizabeth? Can we invite Major Benjy to take a part, and not Elizabeth? And Susan Wyse, for that matter?”

      “We should have a female chorus to sing sea-shanties,” Lucia told him. “Evie can direct it, and Diva and Elizabeth can join her.”

      “Can women sing sea-shanties? I thought it was meant to be bad luck or something. Or is it whistling at sea that brings bad luck?”

      “I’m sure I don’t know,” said Lucia. “But I am sure I have some music for shanties somewhere. Let us search for it.”
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      Elizabeth sat in the dining-room, waiting for her husband to return from wherever it was that he had gone that morning, wearing his oldest clothes and bearing a spade over his shoulder as if he were carrying a gun.

      When she had asked him where he was going, he had merely tapped the side of his nose in that irritating fashion of his, and said, “Mum’s the word, old girl, but you’ll have a wonderful surprise soon, believe me.” Since then, it was clear that he had been observed by quite a number of Tillingites, and she had been forced to invent that ridiculous story about samphire in order to cover her (or rather her husband’s) tracks.

      It was now past two o’clock, and she was hungry. Just as she had decided that it was pointless to wait any longer, and was about to ring the bell for Withers to bring in the cottage pie (now, she feared, dried out to inedible crumbs) she heard the kitchen door open and shut, and the sound of Withers greeting Major Mapp-Flint as the prodigal returned.

      He stood in the doorway a minute or two later, in stockinged feet, and with his hands ostentatiously washed. His trousers and jacket were noticeably muddy, however.

      “Where have you been?” asked Elizabeth, horrified. “I cannot and shall not wait any longer for luncheon. I shall start my food, and I suggest that you go upstairs and change your clothes. I am not going to have you sitting down at the table in that state.”

      Rather than his being annoyed at these orders, which he had expected, the Major took them in good part. “Very well, Liz,” he smiled. “But just wait until you hear what I have to tell you.”

      Elizabeth had just finished her dried-up cottage pie and watery cabbage when Benjy came down in high good humour.

      “Jolly good morning’s work,” he smiled at her. “You’re in for the treat of your life, my girl.” He looked down at the plate that Withers had just placed in front of him and laughed. “I said to myself as I was coming down the stairs that I was so hungry that I could eat a horse. Well, it looks as though this was a horse in its younger days, and very glad I am to be eating it.”

      It was quite unlike the Major to be so cavalier about his food. Usually if the meals served to him were not to his liking he would complain, though he had learned by bitter experience not to do this too vociferously within Elizabeth’s hearing.

      Rather than address the origin of the meat contained in the cottage pie, which while not being horsemeat, was nonetheless the cheapest cut of lamb that Elizabeth had managed to extract from the butcher, she asked the obvious question. The dam of reticence that forms a part of human nature, even Elizabeth’s, was incapable of withstanding the pressure of the curiosity building up inside her.

      “What on earth have you been doing with yourself all morning, Benjy-boy?” she asked.

      “Aha!” he exclaimed. “What if I were to tell you it was a secret?”

      “And what if I was to tell you that there should be no such secrets between husband and wife?”

      “Quite right, Liz,” he said. “But what I’m about to tell you is a secret that stays between this husband and this wife. I believe we are soon to become very wealthy.”

      Elizabeth eyed him suspiciously. “I trust you have not been taking advice from Lucia on stocks and shares,” she said.

      “Nothing like that.” He dropped his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “I’m taking about buried treasure.”

      Elizabeth choked on her marmalade sponge pudding. “Buried treasure?” she scoffed. “Is that why you went out with that spade over your shoulder this morning?” Benjy nodded. “And where, exactly do you think you will find buried treasure here in Tilling? What on earth could have given you that idea?”

      “Captain Puffin,” mumbled her husband.

      “Did you say ‘Captain Puffin’?” she asked indignantly. The memory of the late Captain still had the power to arouse a passionate storm. Before he had so imaginatively drowned in a plate of oxtail soup one Christmas Day some years past, he and Major Flint (as he had been known before his marriage to Elizabeth) had been regular partners at golf and at nightly debauches (for so Elizabeth considered their evenings together) at which quantities of whisky were consumed. After one of these evenings, Puffin, intoxicated himself, had accused Elizabeth of drunkenness. The resulting outrage that Elizabeth had displayed had led to the Major, by some sort of psychic jujitsu which still remained inexplicable to him, taking her side against the Captain’s, and eventually combining her name with his, rather than her becoming Mrs Mapp-Puffin. It might be stretching a point to refer to the Major and the Captain as having been friends, but it was certainly true to claim that they had enjoyed their disputes with each other, whether occasioned by golf or by whisky, more than they would have enjoyed them with anyone else.

      “Indeed, I did mention his name, God rest his soul,” he replied. “One day he told me that he believed that he had discovered the site of treasure that had been buried more than one hundred years ago.”

      “Ridiculous!” Elizabeth scoffed. “Why has no one else discovered it? And, pray, why did he not dig it up and take it for himself, if indeed it ever existed? My feeling is that it was a dream caused by an excess of whisky.”

      “Just so, Liz, just so,” replied the Major equably. He had now finished his cottage pie, and was starting on his marmalade sponge pudding. “Exactly what I said to Puffin when he told me. He said that it had been buried in the sand-dunes, and that one day when he was walking, he saw the corner of a box which had been exposed by the sand. He didn’t have any spade or tools with him, of course, but he managed to remove some of the sand, and he saw that the box was an antique chest, with what looked like barrels beside it. It was far too much for him to carry on his own, so he decided to tell me about it. We were due to go and collect the box from there the week after that Christmas. We thought it would be the perfect time – everyone full of Christmas and not going out. And then, of course, poor old Puffin went and died.”

      By now, Elizabeth was intrigued. “One sand dune looks very much like another,” she said. “How would he know where to look again?”

      “Ah, this is where the Navy showed its true stuff,” said the Major. “Since he had been a sailor, Puffin always carried a compass with him, and he worked out what he called ‘the bearings’ of Tilling church tower, and other landmarks. Before he died, he gave me a piece of paper with these bearings, and I used it today to find the box.”

      “So you did find it?”

      “Indeed I did,” he said, wiping his moustache with his napkin. “Too heavy for me to lift. No wonder a little shrimp like Puffin found it impossible to move. And there is more besides. Barrels, my dear Liz, barrels full of the finest French brandy.”

      “How would they come to be there?”

      “Smugglers. This was a cache, hidden by a smuggler in the hope that one day he would come back and retrieve it. And perhaps he drowned at sea, or the long arm of the law caught him. In any case, the barrels and the box are indeed there, just as Puffin told me.”

      “And what is in that box?”

      “We will discover that together.”

      Elizabeth felt a glow of excitement run through her veins. She had long since abandoned the idea of stormy romance sweeping her off her feet. Whatever other qualities Major Benjy might possess, a high degree of romantic feeling would be one of the last that any acquaintance of his could ascribe to him. However, the idea of buried treasure, and a box which might contain – what? Gold, silver, jewels? Possibly not, as she brought her thoughts down to earth. But what else did smugglers smuggle? Tobacco, she recalled. Well, Major Benjy was welcome to that, as long as he didn’t smoke it indoors. But silk was another form of contraband, she seemed to remember. What if (and here her imagination started to take wing and rise towards the empyrean) the box contained yards and yards of the most delicious silk, which could be made up into the most stunning garments with which to dazzle Tilling?

      Miss Greele, her usual dressmaker, would probably lack the experience to make up garments from such a fabric, and it might be necessary to go to Worthing or Hastings, or even Brighton, in order to find a workman (or workwoman) worthy of his (or her) hire, but what was that compared to the weeping and wailing and gnashing of teeth that would ensue when she first wore the luxurious garment that was even now taking final shape in her imagination?

      Susan Wyse’s sables, the skins of some poor dead animals, would pale in comparison (she forced herself not to dwell on the origins of silk), and as for Lucia…

      She smiled at Benjy. “When can we start?”
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