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Chapter 1

Mrs Emmeline Pillson stood outside Tilling railway station and calmly regarded her chauffeur, Cadman, who had touched his cap on her arrival and placed her suitcase in the boot of the Rolls-Royce. Now he opened the door and looked at her expectantly. Having calmly regarded him, she turned, for it was a fine sunny day, and calmly regarded in turn the road rising the short distance into the old walled town, the tower of the church clearly visible above the rooftops, and the flower beds on each side of the station approach. These owed their very existence to her, both in her capacity as Mayor – since she had championed their creation – and as benefactor – since she it was who paid for the gardener to weed and water them during the summer months, thus regally overriding the pettifogging objections of those on her town council who had looked at each other doubtfully and rumbled mutinously about another tuppence on the rates.

Having done quite enough calm regarding for the moment, she came to a decision.

‘Thank you, Cadman, but I believe I shall walk,’ she said languidly. ‘It is such a lovely day.’

‘Very good, ma’am,’ that worthy retainer replied and, touching his cap once more, climbed into the gleaming machine and set it in motion towards Mallards, by far the finest house in what was by common consent the finest town in all England. Since consent was far from common among the denizens of Tilling, such accord was notable. In particular, it was about the only thing upon which Mrs Pillson, commonly referred to as Lucia, and her deadly rival Mrs Mapp-Flint, commonly referred to as Mapp, had ever agreed.

Lucia’s steady tread carried her towards the Landgate; though it was not the most direct route to Mallards, which lay beyond the church, it was the most appealing, and she was well known for her aesthetic sensibility. For it was she who kept alive the cultural flame in Tilling almost single-handed, what with her Dante lessons in the garden during the summer months, her historical tableaux vivants and her carefully rehearsed impromptu evening concerts (self-deprecatingly described as ‘po’ di mu’, which term would in turn be expanded by an explanation for those who chose to enquire, and frequently also for those who did not, that it was of course an abbreviation of un po’ di musica, for Lucia’s facility in the Italian language was widely praised, not least by herself).

It was in fact her sympathy with all things Italian that had given rise to her own name. Her late husband’s name had been Philip Lucas, and so it had seemed natural for he to become known as Pepino, and she Lucia. She reflected briefly upon dear Pepino as she paused by the observation platform, which she had endowed some hundred yards or so inside the Landgate, and gazed out over the cricket flats that lay below, outside the town wall. In truth this was a quite unremarkable stretch of reclaimed marshland, which in addition to the cricket pitch also bore a bowling green and a car park for the charabanc parties that increasingly had been returning to Tilling since the end of the war. However, there were two reasons why she always paused at this point and looked contemplatively out at the expanse below, and both of them were compelling.

The first was that, should anyone pass within earshot, they would hear her dreamily say, ‘Ah, Drake, how noble,’ while watching, trancelike, the measured stamp of Elizabethan halberdiers marching off to deter the dastardly Spaniards, passing their Admiral calmly finishing his game of bowls, before sighing and dragging herself with difficulty back to the present day disadvantages of rationing, power shortages and, worst of all, a Labour Government.

The second was that after the short but hard climb from the station, Lucia would now be short of breath, and this brief but deeply meaningful sojourn with the glorious past (for had she not played Queen Elizabeth in many a pageant?) gave her ample chance to regain it so that she might toss the customary ‘Any news?’ to any acquaintance upon whom she might chance during the remaining, more level, part of her journey without being seen to gasp in an unladylike fashion, as Elizabeth Mapp-Flint was wont to do these days. Lucia had resolutely inhabited her mid-thirties for at least the last two decades, having previously lingered reluctantly for some time in her late twenties; perhaps, she wondered, she might at last safely venture upon a fortieth birthday party?

Pepino had been her soulmate for all the years in which they had lived in Riseholme and before that in London, while fulfilling what Lucia saw as his essential objective, namely amassing enough of a fortune that she would be entirely absolved from ever having to undertake the slightest menial task for the rest of her life. He had also shared her cultural interests, writing heartfelt poems on subjects such as ‘Loneliness’, which were collected and published at Ye Signe of Ye Daffodil – a private press in Riseholme financed entirely, and most generously, by Pepino himself.

He had also shared her musical tastes, adopting an expression of deep spiritual catharsis as her fingers roamed over the first movement of the ‘Moonlight’ Sonata. The following movements she eschewed, proclaiming them of slightly lesser quality; besides, they went very much more quickly and the divine Beethoven’s soulful depths could clearly be enjoyed all the more languorously at adagio sostenuto than at allegretto, let alone the horrors of presto agitato.

Best of all, Pepino’s own fingers never sought to roam anywhere at all, whether at presto agitato or otherwise, and in this as in everything he proved the perfect husband, leaving her mercifully entirely free from any attentions of an unwelcome nature.

Her current husband, Georgie Pillson, had been her devoted admirer for all the many, many years, during which he had trodden the boards as Riseholme’s dashing young man, a part played all the more convincingly in advancing years with the aid of hair dye and a toupee. He was the bass part to her treble during piano duets, the Drake to her Elizabeth during pageants and tableaux vivants, and her staunchest supporter for almost all of the time they had known each other.

The ‘almost’ was important though, for while only occasionally had Georgie been tempted into the mutiny of independent thought and action, it had always been in the company of his own soulmate, the opera singer Olga Bracely.

In respect of Olga, Lucia maintained a guarded neutrality, regarding her in much the same way that the newspapers now showed soldiers gazing at each other suspiciously across barbed wire barriers in different zones of Berlin. The possibility of physical infidelity worried her not at all, for she was well aware that Georgie was as blissfully free from such tedious urges as had been Pepino; had she not been very sure of that fact, she would never have consented to marry him in the first place. More worrisome was that periodically, as Georgie was drawn back into Olga’s orbit, he would begin to exhibit troubling signs of gratuitous enjoyment of life, such as dancing to gramophone records, partying the night away with Olga’s friends in London and, worst of all, listening to Wagner.

Lucia was prepared magnanimously to agree that people should be allowed to enjoy themselves in moderation. Yet such behaviour should be strictly limited in both time and scope. The most seemly time was clearly when Lucia was present herself as the sparkling fount of such pleasures, and the most obvious scope was to be found in the many diversions she provided for her friends, be it her po’ di mu, her cucumber salad, her tableaux vivants, her gracious patronage of the Tilling art show and summer fête, or her improving lectures on a whole variety of topics which she usually delivered herself from a sheaf of closely handwritten notes, gazing disapprovingly over her glasses at Major Benjamin Flint, late of His Majesty’s Indian Army, as he snored, entirely unimproved, in the front row.

To the gramophone Lucia would never be reconciled. All her friends in Riseholme, with the notable exception of Olga, who had gone so far as to purchase a house there and become a rival social magnet, had the good grace to hide their gramophone away when Lucia visited, for it was well known that she could not bring herself to set foot inside a house which contained one. Yet Olga had not only set hers playing at what she called a ‘romp’, but had drawn Georgie into dancing tangos and jitterbugs (Lucia still shuddered at the very thought) with every appearance of enjoyment.

Georgie had at times had the temerity to suggest that, as Lucia did not enjoy Olga’s parties, it made sense for her to stay at home while he attended alone, and though she had received such remarks with a silvery laugh which she was sure must quite adequately have conveyed her scorn and derision, this had obviously been lost upon Georgie, so strongly was he under dear Olga’s sway. So deeply lost upon him, in fact, that not only did he frequently attend her parties on his own but weekends away to boot. Now that the war was over, there was even talk of Olga’s circle reviving their regular jaunts to Le Touquet.

To rub salt into the wound, Lucia harboured dark suspicions that Olga’s own particular Hellfire Club included within its membership many of those whom Lucia had been lengthily and unsuccessfully importuning to come and address Tilling as part of her lecture programme. Could Olga’s friend ‘Noël’, for example, be the egregious Noël Coward, who had refused no less than five invitations, thus visiting extreme social embarrassment upon her?

The fact that the embarrassment had arisen only because, goaded by Elizabeth Mapp-Flint, she had professed to a deep and long-standing acquaintance with Noël Coward shortly before the unspeakable Mapp had stumbled upon his most recent reply (‘Stop pestering me, you wretched woman!’) served only to compound her sense of grievance. In the circumstances, her exasperated reaction was, she felt sure, entirely justified. ‘Really, Georgie!’ she had exclaimed, placing the latest missive most unwisely on to her desk rather than consigning it to the wastepaper basket where it would have lain undiscovered. ‘You would have thought that the dreadful little man would welcome an opportunity to become better known.’

Similarly, what if ‘dear Johnnie’ was actually Olga’s way of referring to that same John Gielgud who had spurned her offer to enlighten the glitterati of Tilling with his thoughts on Shakespearean acting? She had been forced to deputise herself, the derisive snorts of the Mapp-Flints serving to draw from her a performance of Lady Macbeth’s sleepwalking scene which was still the stuff of Tilling legend, though a legend usually discussed only when neither Lucia nor Georgie was present.

As to her long-standing aversion to Wagner, had Lucia ever been taxed with the need to justify it, she would simply have stared glacially at her interlocutor and responded that clearly he or she had never sat through even a small part of the Ring Cycle.

As she turned into the High Street she chanced upon the Mapp-Flints and Diva Plaistow, who were standing outside Twistevant’s, shopping baskets worn on the left forearm in proper Tilling fashion. Seeing her, Major Benjy raised his hat and said, ‘Ah, dear lady, a welcome return.’ His wife attempted to show similar pleasure at Lucia’s reappearance but succeeded only in baring her teeth, which gave an impression of carnivorous anticipation rather at odds with her ejaculation of ‘Joy, joy,’ uttered while lightly clapping her hands.

‘Hello, Lucia, any news?’ asked Diva.

‘Just back from Riseholme, Diva dear. Rather fatiguing, but one must make the effort. All one’s old friends there are always so happy to see one again.’

As so often with Lucia, she was being a trifle economical with the truth. The passing years had taken their toll on ‘one’s old friends’. The Antrobus sisters still lived together in their late mother’s home, resolutely girlish as they lurched through middle age and out the other side, but they were about all that was left of her old life. Robert Quantock had been claimed by the grim reaper just before the war, and Daisy had gone to live with a cousin in the Lake District. Colonel and Mrs Boucher (formerly Weston) were long gone too.

So it was that Lucia’s occasional visits to Riseholme now took the form of staying at the Ambermere Arms and walking repeatedly around the village green in the hope of being recognised and greeted as the long-lost friend that she was. When passers-by resolutely declined to accord her such recognition, despite her fixed smile of long-lost friendly greeting, she sat outside the Hurst on a canvas stool, sketching her former home while looking sad yet winsome. Once she had exhausted the dramatic possibilities afforded by sadness and winsomeness she returned to Tilling. Politeness to one’s audience therefore made it necessary to employ a little dramatic licence to embellish what might understandably, but misleadingly, appear a somewhat drab episode in an otherwise rewarding existence.

‘And what of dear Mr Georgie?’ Elizabeth Mapp-Flint enquired.

‘Up in town, Elizabeth, with Olga Bracely,’ Lucia enlightened her as Mr and Mrs Wyse joined the party, Mr Wyse raising his hat and bowing gravely. ‘The opera once or twice, I believe, and an exhibition at the Royal Academy. They did press me to join them, of course, but sadly it just wasn’t possible given my busy schedule.’

‘Not too busy for Riseholme, though?’ Mapp pointed out.

Lucia sighed deeply.

‘I could just fit in one, but not both, and I thought I should not be selfish. Of course I would have loved to sit at Covent Garden and listen to Olga, but then I would have had to disappoint all my old friends in Riseholme, and that would have been very hard for them to bear.’

The truth of the matter was that Lucia’s visit to Riseholme had been born of a certain mixture of boredom and desperation; she had felt strangely restless with Georgie away from Mallards, not that she would ever have admitted this to anyone, least of all to Georgie.

‘Just think,’ Diva marvelled, ‘of Mr Georgie sitting there in the royal box surrounded by all sorts of glamorous people – and going somewhere for dinner afterwards, I shouldn’t wonder.’

Lucia waved a deprecating hand.

‘He doesn’t always sit in the royal box, of course. Only when the King isn’t there.’

They all looked at Mapp, rather startled, as from the back of her throat there came a little snarling noise.

‘Though of course,’ Lucia went on smoothly, ‘Georgie is no stranger to royal company.’

Uncertain glances were exchanged. It was true that Georgie wore with his evening dress (‘hitum’ in Lucia’s social patois) a dashing order of Albanian knighthood, and there were rumours – on which he modestly refused to comment – that he had been given it by a grateful king whose life he had once saved. However, given Georgie’s well-known interest in needlepoint, this startling evidence – if evidence it be – of a secret existence as a man of action was treated with varying degrees of scepticism, ranging from ‘Pshaw!’ from the Major to a grave bow on the part of Mr Wyse, usually in the general direction of Bellagio, where the anti-regicidal services in question were said to have been performed. Since both had actually been present at roughly the time the events in question were supposed to have taken place, surely even the eternally accommodating Mr Wyse was entitled to entertain certain doubts on the matter.

‘Ah, yes,’ said Diva non-committally.

‘Surprised you didn’t go yourself, dear,’ Mapp ventured, with her head to one side, ‘if Mr Georgie was going to be meeting lots of famous people. Why, you might be in the society pages again and have lots of cuttings to put in your scrap book. So nice, I always think, to leave them lying around at Mallards so … comfortably.’

The pause made clear, as it was intended to, that she had been on the verge of saying ‘ostentatiously’ but had been prevented from doing so by her natural good manners. Unfortunately the effect of this narrowly avoided social solecism was somewhat lessened by her next dart, which was to prove the old adage that one should never take aim at two targets at once.

‘Comoda, isn’t it, dear, in your lovely Italian?’

Even as she uttered the word, Mapp felt a flash of uncertainty and cursed herself for having been unable to refrain from attempting to administer a particularly effective coup de grâce, rather than simply walking off, leaving her victim seriously wounded. Mr Wyse’s immediate glance of surprise and distress to his wife confirmed her fears.

‘Comodo, actually, Elizabeth,’ Lucia purred. A shame indeed that Georgie was not present, she reflected, since he always said that it was such fun to be able to speak a language just well enough to correct other people’s mistakes.

‘I was of course employing the female form,’ Mapp countered.

‘Really, dear?’ Lucia replied, arching her eyebrows.

Mr Wyse remained resolutely silent. He already found the idea of a commode quite disturbing enough without it being linked in his mind with the female form. He recalled a boyhood visit to an elderly aunt in Godalming, and shuddered inwardly.

‘Stick to English, I should,’ Diva broke in, lapsing into her customary telegraphese. ‘Much better all round.’

‘Like the dragon,’ Mr Wyse proffered suddenly, rousing himself from his reverie. ‘Though with a ‘k’ of course. Why yes, I remember a crossword clue last week about a comfortable reptile.’

There was the customary pause to digest this, since Mr Wyse usually said such terribly clever things. The pause gave the redoubtable Elizabeth Mapp-Flint an opportunity to reload and fire another volley.

‘Perhaps Mr Georgie will be seeing that nice Noël Coward, as he is such a good friend of yours?’ she enquired innocently. ‘Goodness, now I come to think of it what a pity that you’ve never invited him to stay at Mallards. Why, I can just imagine the two of you sitting there at the piano playing Mozartino duets.’

‘Dear Noël,’ Lucia said dreamily. ‘Such a great talent and yet what a lovely man – so unaffected, you know.’

‘Such a shame, then, dear one, that you haven’t been able to entice him down for the weekend,’ Mapp pushed on, sensing victory.

‘Yes, isn’t it?’ Lucia cried. ‘It would indeed be wonderful, as you say, Elizabeth, but sadly the poor man is so busy he hardly knows what day of the week it is most of the time. Why, he told me as much in his last letter.’

There came the hiss of a collective sharp intake of breath. The story of Noël Coward’s curt dismissal had of course been widely disseminated (Elizabeth had felt it no less than her duty, painful though it was to suggest that Lulu might not be entirely truthful).

‘His letter?’ Elizabeth echoed. ‘Was that the one in which he told you to leave him alone?’

Lucia gave one of her little silvery laughs.

‘Elizabeth, dear,’ she said, elongating the name playfully. ‘You really must learn to read other people’s letters more thoroughly.’

There was another group gasp.

‘Darling Noël is so temperamental that he has spats with all his friends on a regular basis. Why he wrote to me a few days later to apologise most charmingly and say that he was so taken up with writing his new play that he sometimes forgot to whom he was writing halfway through a letter. “But I just put it in the envelope, send it anyway and hope for the best,” he said. So like him, don’t you think?’

‘No idea, I’m sure, dear,’ Elizabeth said venomously. ‘After all, we don’t know him as well as you do, do we?’

Lucia was rapt in thought and therefore able simply to ignore this impious riposte.

‘Let me see,’ she said, weighing her words judiciously, ‘did he mention Georgie’s visit in his last letter? No, it’s no good, I simply can’t remember. Perhaps they will be able to get together and perhaps they won’t. After all, in London society so much happens spontaneously, you know. Why I remember one day Babs Shyton –’

She cut herself off abruptly and raised a gloved hand to her mouth, clearly signalling that she recognised that she had been about to divulge something terribly scandalous to which only a small and highly select social group were privy.

It was time to turn towards Mallards and make a gracious exit, and turn towards Mallards and make a gracious exit she duly did, waving that same gloved hand and bestowing upon her friends a serene but slightly mischievous smile that was all her own.

‘Goodbye, dear ones,’ she called as she departed the scene, an almost tangible curtain falling as she did so.

‘Au reservoir.’


Chapter 2

Late that same evening Olga and Georgie arrived at Sheekey’s and swept through the door to the usual burst of spontaneous applause from the assembled diners, most of whom had come straight from the Royal Opera House where they had thrilled to Olga’s Walküre. Lucia would doubtless have savoured the moment to the full, murmuring, ‘Grazie tante,’ and allowing a regal smile to play around her lips. Olga simply shouted, ‘Evening, everybody!’ before seizing the manager in a firm embrace and demanding a glass of champagne before she expired.

‘Always such a pleasure to see you, Miss Bracely,’ said that worthy gentleman, while attempting to disentangle himself. ‘You have a reservation, of course?’

‘Don’t be silly, Alfredo,’ she hooted, ‘when do I ever make a reservation?’

Alfredo gestured rather helplessly at the full restaurant.

‘Perhaps if you take a seat in the bar for a few moments …?’ he ventured.

‘All right, you old rascal, but mind you don’t keep us waiting long – I’m famished.’ Then, releasing the manager but only in order to take a firm hold of Georgie’s arm, ‘This is Mr Pillson, by the way, Alfredo, an especially good friend of mine.’

Alfredo pretended to remember Georgie, which the latter found very gratifying. The crowd of people around the bar parted as if by magic as Olga approached and two empty bar stools materialised. Like an ocean liner she seemed to create her own bow wave, which swept lesser vessels majestically but beautifully to either side.

Two glasses of champagne appeared equally quickly and mysteriously.

‘Oh, Olga!’ breathed Georgie in rapture. ‘This is simply wonderful. To be here, with you, and to have listened to you singing that wonderful music.’

‘Georgie, darling,’ replied Olga, ‘you know that it’s the biggest thrill in the world for me to see you too.’

She leaned forward and kissed him lightly on the lips, which took him so totally by surprise that it was like suddenly being in the presence of an immensely bright flash of light. As much as surprising, Georgie found it distinctly exciting in a very unaccustomed sort of way, as well as highly embarrassing, since various people around them said ‘Ah!’ and started clapping.

He tried to adopt the expression of a sophisticated man of the world who was kissed publicly by glamorous women several times an evening but, still unsettled by the experience, found himself overbalancing and only just managed not to fall straight off his bar stool, which would have been very tiresome indeed.

‘Now, tell me all about Lucia,’ demanded Olga, as he tried wriggling his posterior from side to side in an effort to squirm back into an upright position. However, as he teetered precariously he ended up doing something very painful on the edge of the stool, let out an involuntary gasp and had to put a foot down on the floor. As he blinked back the tears that sprang unbidden to his eyes, he struggled to reply to Olga and at the same time scramble back into position again, trying to look as unconcerned as possible, as if he fell off bar stools on a regular basis.

‘Oh, Olga,’ he protested as he did so, ‘do we really have to talk about Lucia? I’d much rather talk about you and what you’ve been doing, and what your plans are, and –’

At this point he was interrupted by the manager, who informed them that a table had just become free. The bar waiter picked up their glasses to carry them into the next room. Strangely, all the other people who had been waiting for tables much longer than they had did not seem to mind this at all.

‘Oh gosh, Alfredo,’ Olga said, suddenly stopping at the door of the bar, ‘did I mention that I needed a table for four? I’m hoping that a couple of friends can join us. I didn’t? Oh, I’m sorry. How wretched of me.’

Alfredo gave a heavy sigh and returned them to their bar stools, their glasses of champagne also making a welcome reappearance.

‘But Lucia is such enormous fun,’ said Olga, continuing their conversation as if nothing had happened. ‘She is one of life’s truly remarkable characters. I sometimes believe that if she did not exist we would have to invent her. Everything she does is on an epic scale and she endows it all with such drama and grandeur that one can only stand back and admire.’

‘I don’t know about that,’ Georgie demurred. ‘What about that time you dressed up as a member of the choir to sing carols with them, and she said afterwards that one of them had stood out above all the others and sung out of tune?’

‘Now, now, Georgie,’ she chided, ‘anybody can make a mistake.’

‘And talking of mistakes,’ he continued unabashed, ‘what about the time she mistook Schubert’s cradle song for Lucrezia?’

‘Ah,’ Olga countered in triumph, ‘but then, as she pointed out herself, she was listening from outside the window.’

At this both fell victim to a paroxysm of mirth, which threatened to dethrone Georgie from his precarious perch once more. Happily, Alfredo intervened and led them to a table for four, handily situated in full view of the door. Hardly had they been handed the menus when two distinguished-looking gentlemen came through the door, recognised Olga and came straight over. Georgie thought they both looked familiar but could not quite place them.

‘Olga, my sweet,’ murmured the first, taking his cigarette out of his mouth to kiss her tenderly on each cheek.

‘Noël, how lovely to see you!’ shrieked Olga. ‘I’m so glad I could get a table – and Johnnie too, what a treat!’

‘The treat is all mine, my dear,’ said the other rather wearily.

They both looked at Georgie, and Olga grabbed his arm.

‘This is my very special friend, Georgie Pillson,’ she informed them. ‘You must have heard me talk about him dozens of times. He’s just up from Tilling, and came to see my Brünnhilde at the House.’

They all shook hands, with both the newcomers nodding ‘Charmed’ in Georgie’s direction.

‘And Georgie,’ said Olga, ‘I’m sure I don’t need to introduce Noël Coward and John Gielgud.’

They all sat down and Noël Coward extended one languid hand for a menu and a second languid hand for a dry martini, which seemed to have arrived unbidden.

‘Tilling,’ he mused, rolling the word around his mouth to see if he liked the taste. ‘Oh God, isn’t that where that dreadful woman lives, the one who keeps writing to invite me to her amateur dramatics or something?’

‘Oh, my dears,’ gasped Gielgud in horror, ‘yes, it is. She writes to me too. Ghastly! I remember when she did the season in London a few years back and went around collecting duchesses as if they were postage stamps. Now, what was her name? Really, my memory is so shocking.’

‘I, on the other hand,’ said Coward firmly, ‘have a memory like an elephant. In fact, elephants frequently consult me when they have forgotten something.’

‘Her name is Lucia,’ Olga replied firmly before Georgie might feel forced to say something. ‘I know her. I can assure you that her heart is in the right place. It’s just that she’s a little …’

‘Over-enthusiastic, perhaps?’ ventured Georgie.

‘Why, how clever of you to find absolutely the right word, Georgie,’ said Olga admiringly. ‘That’s it exactly’.

‘And she does do a great deal for charity,’ continued Georgie rather awkwardly.

‘Oh, my dear boy,’ said Coward, ‘so do I. In fact, I am never happier than when in the company of those less fortunate than myself.’

Olga screamed with laughter and clapped her hands.

‘Noël, you are wonderful the way you come out with these things. Give us something else, do.’

‘He may not be able to,’ said Gielgud. ‘After all, there is a limit to the number of ad libs one can prepare carefully in advance – even for Noël, whose powers are prodigious in that respect.’

Coward sighed deeply.

‘Professional jealousy is a dreadful thing. Always remember, being an actor is easy; you simply have to learn your lines and not fall over the furniture. I, on the other hand, am something much greater. I am a writer; I am creative.’

Gielgud appeared unimpressed, but Olga urged them to order as it was growing late (though she might equally as truthfully have said because she was hungry).

Georgie felt the dinner pass as if in a dream. He could hardly believe that he was dining not only with Olga, his idol, but also with two internationally acclaimed celebrities. He knew that Gielgud was currently appearing as Richard III, yet both he and Coward seemed much more interested in swapping show business gossip of a particularly salacious kind. Gielgud also seemed to be taking an unusual interest in the young waiter who was serving them so attentively.

‘Nice boy,’ he commented, as the waiter set off once again to fetch something. ‘I wonder if I should give him something?’

‘Really, Johnnie,’ said Coward, ‘what a very naughty matinee idol you are.’

Olga screamed with laughter again, and Georgie found himself laughing with her. There were many times when she laughed and he wasn’t sure that he should, or even why he should, but there was something infinitely infectious about her laugh that made it impossible not to join in. Coming from the lungs of one of the world’s greatest singers, it was loud and doubtless had she been there Lucia would have described it as vulgar, but it came from the heart, and was part of that particular, indefinable magic that was just, well, Olga.

Three bottles of champagne later, the four walked rather unsteadily into St Martin’s Lane to where the doorman had procured them some taxis. As they made their way along the passageway past Wyndham’s Theatre, Noël said, ‘I expect Herbert Marshall is appearing here in something or other.’

‘How do you know?’ asked Gielgud, peering into the darkness in a vain attempt to see the billboards.

‘He’s always appearing in something at the Wyndham’s,’ replied Coward wearily. At that moment a volley of flashbulbs went off from a group of photographers who had been waiting in ambush at the end of the passage, leaving them completely blinded, though as Georgie followed Olga into the taxi he did hear them calling out, ‘Good night, Miss Bracely.’

It was scandalously late by the time they got to Olga’s flat, nearly two in the morning in fact, and Georgie went to sleep as soon as he climbed into bed. He fell to dreaming that Noël Coward had come to perform in the church hall at Tilling as a conjurer and had locked Lucia in a cabinet, from which he had made her disappear. But Lucia, though out of sight, obviously had no intention of being also out of mind, and from wherever she was concealed had started knocking vigorously to be released.

‘Oh dash it all, Georgie, do wake up!’ wailed Olga, who had given up knocking on the door and simply entered his room, throwing back the curtains as she spoke.

Georgie blinked helplessly in the sudden sunlight and then, remembering his toupee, started to grope for it on the chair next to him but succeeded only in knocking it on to the floor.

‘Never mind that, you darling,’ said Olga with a smile that he could not quite make out but which melted his heart nonetheless. ‘Look at this.’

He took the proffered Daily Telegraph, folded open at the society page. Above a large photograph of the four of them walking arm in arm past Wyndham’s Theatre was the caption ‘Miss Olga Bracely, fresh from her triumph at the Royal Opera House, relaxes with Mr Noël Coward, Mr John Gielgud and Mr George Pillson.’

‘Well,’ gasped Georgie, rather gratified since he had to admit it was a very good likeness of himself, ‘I can’t see that there’s anything to be upset about.’

‘Not even when both Noël and Johnnie have refused Lucia’s invitations several times?’

‘Not so much invitations,’ mused Georgie, beginning to see that all might after all not be well, ‘more like royal commands.’

‘Exactly,’ said Olga firmly, ‘the fact that they have snubbed her but dined with you was not one I was intending to have brought to her attention. Stupid of me! I should have guessed the photographers would be waiting for us outside.’

‘Well,’ ventured Georgie, ‘I suppose they were only doing their jobs.’

‘I’m glad that’s the way you feel,’ replied Olga in a rather strange tone of voice, ‘because I haven’t shown you the wretched Daily Mirror.’

He took the wretched Daily Mirror and stared at it in horror and disbelief. There was no need to open it. Covering half the front page was a photograph of Olga and Georgie locked in what appeared to be a passionate embrace in the bar at Sheekey’s. As he over-balanced on his stool, Georgie must have put out a hand for support and he now saw that it had come to rest, quite inadvertently, on what could only be described as Olga’s thigh. This time the caption read ‘Miss Olga Bracely, enjoying an intimate night out with her long-time friend and companion Mr George Pillson, the Mayor of Tilling.’

Georgie’s piteous gaze moved backwards and forwards from the newspaper to Olga’s face for several seconds, while his mouth opened and closed in a passable imitation of a goldfish. What felt like a severe attack of butterflies erupted in his midriff. Without a doubt this was the worst moment of his life.

‘Oh, my hat!’ finally came the faint bleat. On reflection he felt this did not fully reflect the enormity of the situation, so he repeated it for good measure. ‘Oh, my hat!’

‘Never mind your damned hat,’ came the brisk response, ‘we need to think what to do, Georgie. Think like we’ve never thought before. Oh, yes, come in, Céline.’

She broke off and sat absent-mindedly on the bed while her maid poured out two cups of extremely strong coffee. Georgie did not normally drink coffee in the morning for fear of heartburn but today he drained the cup eagerly and happily accepted another. Even under the extreme stimulus of this unaccustomed barrage of caffeine, however, his brain obstinately refused to work. Fortunately Olga’s mind was not similarly hampered.

‘Céline,’ she ordered, ‘take the telephone off the hook and leave it off. If anybody asks, it has been out of order since yesterday and we are waiting for a man to come and fix it.’

‘Oui, madame,’ acknowledged the maid with a bob, and left the room to do her mistress’s bidding.

‘What time is it?’ Olga demanded. Georgie lifted his half-hunter off the chair beside him and gazed at it rather short-sightedly.

‘Just after nine,’ he said.

‘When will Lucia see this?’

Georgie turned things over in his mind, which was finally showing faint signs of activity. Perhaps not springing into action, but definitely limping towards it.

‘She takes the Telegraph but usually reads the Financial Times first, followed by The Times,’ he said slowly. ‘She usually just flicks through the Telegraph after breakfast to see if there is anything nasty about anyone she knows. If there is, she cuts it out and puts it in one of her scrapbooks.’

‘The society page, then?’

‘Yes,’ acknowledged Georgie ruefully, ‘she goes straight to it.’

He glanced again at his watch and added, ‘About now, in fact.’

‘What about the Mirror?’

‘Well, I don’t know,’ said Georgie, thinking aloud. ‘I’m not sure if any of the servants take a newspaper; they probably make do with ours once we’ve finished them. I’ve certainly caught Foljambe reading the Telegraph.

‘I say,’ he said, with a sudden flush of optimism, ‘perhaps she won’t see it at all.’

‘Not a chance, I’m afraid,’ replied Olga. ‘Cadman probably takes a paper and the Mirror’s a dead ringer for a chauffeur. Anyway, someone somehow will see it and then it will be all round Tilling within minutes.’

Georgie knew in his heart that she was right. Come to think of it, he was pretty sure that Quaint Irene read the Mirror.

‘What will she do?’ Olga asked, as much to focus her mind as to quiz Georgie.

‘She’ll phone of course, so jolly well done you for thinking of that and taking it off the hook.’

‘And what about when she can’t get an answer?’

‘That rather depends,’ he pondered. ‘If she’s only seen the Telegraph then she’ll go shopping as if nothing has happened and try to turn it all to her advantage by saying she knew all about it.’

‘And when some kind unselfish soul shows her the Mirror?’

They looked at each other and both came to the same conclusion at the same moment.

‘Get up,’ hissed Olga. ‘Get up quickly and let’s go. Don’t even worry about shaving – you can go to the barber at Waterloo. Céline!’ she shouted as she ran from the room. ‘Bring me the Bradshaw.’

As Sherlock Holmes once observed, the vocabulary of Bradshaw is terse and nervous, but limited. As a tool for avoiding former mayors of Tilling bent on vengeful visits, it may however be found most efficacious, as was to prove the case on this occasion. As Georgie came into the living room, Olga was pouring over it.

‘I think I’ve got it,’ she muttered, jotting things down in a small notebook. ‘Yes, I’m sure I’ve got it.’

‘Got what?’ Georgie enquired.

‘No time to explain,’ she said briskly, ‘I’ll tell you as we go along. Céline!’

‘Oui, madame?’

Olga rattled off a string of very precise instructions, and then she and Georgie left the building in search of a taxi to take them to Waterloo Station.

At about the same time, Lucia put down the Daily Telegraph with a very disagreeable expression on her face. What could Georgie have been thinking of, to hob-nob openly with those two men – she would not dignify them with the epithet ‘gentlemen’ – who had snubbed her so caddishly? ‘Oh, really, Georgie,’ she thought, ‘how could you?’

Georgie could be so thoughtless, especially when in Olga’s company. It was almost as though the moment he saw her all decent sentiments, such as altruism and solicitude, vanished from his otherwise unimpeachable character. Why, she wouldn’t mind betting that it had been Olga who had set the whole thing up just to spite her.

She gazed unhappily at the photograph once again, and as she did so the glimmerings of an idea began to form in her mind. She narrowed her eyes intently, as though to make out more clearly this half-formed shape which was lurking tantalisingly in the mists of her sub-conscious, and suddenly she saw at once what was to be done. She got up from the drawing room table with a silvery laugh and rang for Foljambe to fetch her hat, gloves and shopping basket.

A few minutes later she was in the High Street. A small knot of Tillingites was already formed and loitering casually in front of Twistevant’s. So, she thought grimly, the story had already been spread. Well, she was equal to the challenge.

‘Good morning, good morning,’ she called merrily as she approached. Major Flint, Mr Wyse and the Reverend Kenneth Bartlett (known universally as the Padre) raised their hats respectfully.

‘Any news?’ asked Diva Plaistow, with what in a less transparent person might almost have passed for guile.

‘Oh, nothing really, just a call from Georgie, who’s enjoying himself up in town. He rang me yesterday evening to tell me he was going out to dinner with Noël Coward and John Gielgud. I had suggested it to Noël too, of course, once I knew my Georgino was going to be up in town, but I was so glad they managed it. Nice of them to include Olga, as well. I’m sure that’s the main reason Georgie arranged it, poor lamb. He is so fond of her, you know.’

The group gazed at her blankly, and none more so than Diva.

‘So it was all Georgie’s idea?’ she asked lamely.

‘Mine actually, dear,’ Lucia said with another of those silvery little laughs for which she was justly famous. ‘I would have gone too myself, of course, but as you know I decided to go to darling Riseholme instead, and now I’m so frightfully busy here in Tilling with all my committees. How you all work me so!’

Elizabeth Mapp-Flint was, however, made of sterner stuff than Diva Plaistow.

‘So,’ she said with her usual heavy irony, ‘Georgie, who lives in Tilling and has never met these two actors before, arranges to introduce them to a fellow performer who lives in London and attends show business parties every night of the week?’

‘Something like that, yes,’ Lucia replied airily. ‘Of course, I’m sure it’s always possible that she might have been on nodding terms with them already, but dinner, a chance to exchange ideas, discuss the opera and so forth – oh, yes, that sounds so like Georgino. Why I recognised his hand in it at once.’

Mapp appeared unconvinced.

‘But of course, he had already called and told me all about it in advance, so I knew anyway,’ Lucia concluded with a winning smile.

‘I say, how thrilling,’ enthused Diva. ‘To think of our own Mr Georgie dining with such famous people!’

‘Famous perhaps,’ commented Mapp, who still fondly believed that her Thursday afternoon visits to the Plaza Cinema in Hastings when she was supposed to be changing her book at Boots’ lending library remained a closely guarded secret, ‘but hardly royal.’

‘No indeed,’ Mr Wyse agreed, with a bow out over the marshes in the direction of Grebe, where the Mapp-Flints lived. ‘We must not forget that Major and Mrs Mapp-Flint have entertained a Maharajah, no less.’

‘An honour to us all, ye ken,’ the Padre concurred rather warily. The Maharajah was still a bone of contention between Mapp and Lucia, the latter having gone so far as to doubt His Royal Highness’s existence when the former failed to produce him on cue for tea at Mallards.

‘Yes, of course, Padre,’ Lucia said firmly. ‘An honour indeed. Such a shame, Elizabeth, that you were not able to entice him over to Mallards. Why, you could have shown him where you used to live.’

Mr Wyse winced. It was still a sore point with the Mapp-Flints that they had been unable to afford to continue living in Mallards after Mapp’s experiments on the stock exchange proved rather less fruitful than Lucia’s, and thus had been forced to exchange Mallards for Grebe (a house then occupied by Lucia and Georgie which, though a fine, stylish residence, was on the marshes and prone to flooding) together with what everyone except Elizabeth considered a very generous sum of money.

‘So kind, Lulu dear,’ countered Mapp, ‘how very like you. Unfortunately he had to drive back to London straight after lunch, after he had discussed his business with Benjy, that is. Royalty have such pressing schedules, you know. Much like your own, perhaps – but more so, naturally.’

The group looked around in some embarrassment and the Wyses and the Bartletts showed distressing signs of wanting to be about their business. Even more unfortunately, Mapp somehow managed to get in the last word, calling, ‘Do be sure to invite Mr Coward to Mallards, Lucia, next time you write to him, so we can all meet him.’

As she returned home Lucia felt that the proceedings had gone at least as well as could have been expected. While it was most unlikely that anyone believed her version of events, nobody could actually prove it to be untrue. How like Mapp to have succumbed to the temptation of dragging the Maharajah into any and every conversation rather than probing Lucia’s story more deeply.

‘So jealous, poor woman,’ she thought as she took off her hat and gloves and put them on the hall table. ‘How sad.’ She was still shaking her head sorrowfully as Grosvenor bobbed a curtsey and said, ‘If you please, mum, Miss Coles is waiting for you in the living room. She seems rather upset.’

‘Thank you, Grosvenor,’ Lucia said and then, sweeping into the living room, ‘Irene, dear, what’s amiss? This is very early to be calling.’

Irene Coles, generally known as Quaint Irene, staunch in her devotion to Lucia, was standing in the middle of the room looking very distressed and holding a newspaper, which appeared to be of a type commonly bought by the lower orders.


Chapter 3

‘Angel!’ cried Quaint Irene, who was indeed clearly very upset. ‘How simply septic for you!’

‘Irene, dear,’ said Lucia calmly, as she put down her basket, ‘do tell me what on earth you are talking about.’

‘So you haven’t heard. I’m so glad. I was worried that somebody would have ambushed you with this while you were shopping.’

She thrust ‘this’ at Lucia, ‘this’ of course being the Daily Mirror.

Lucia gazed at the newspaper in blank disbelief. As Irene watched her helplessly, it was almost as though for a moment Lucia’s mask had slipped, and she found herself looking at an old woman. But no, surely that was just a passing fancy. Lucia looked up, once more perfectly composed, and put the paper down as though she had been reading nothing more disturbing than the weather forecast.

‘Clearly there must be some perfectly innocent explanation,’ she said, but in a voice which trembled slightly. ‘I will telephone Olga at once and find out just what has been going on.’

She was hoping that Irene would take the hint and depart but she stayed in the living room, gazing wretchedly at Lucia with a look of pure anguish on her face. Lucia left the room and went down the hall to the little telephone room, from where she attempted to call Olga’s flat, but without success.

The couple of minutes which this entailed had nonetheless been all that she needed to regain fully her sangfroid.

‘Olga’s phone must be out of order,’ she informed Irene. ‘What a bore!’

‘What will you do, then?’ asked Irene.

‘As it happens, I was already intending to go up to town today. I will simply drop in on Olga and talk to her in person instead. Would you be so kind as to ring the bell? I must just have a look at my Bradshaw.’

So it was that when Foljambe answered her mistress’s summons she found her studying exactly the same page of railway timetables that Olga had perused so recently in her flat in London.

‘I can just catch the 11.04 if I hurry,’ said Lucia to nobody in particular. ‘Ah, Foljambe, I must go up to London this morning. Will you please pack me an overnight bag quickly – just small, nothing formal – and ask Cadman to bring the Rolls round to run me to the station?’

‘Yes, mum,’ said Foljambe with a bob, and scurried from the room.

A few minutes later, Cadman held the door open as Lucia got into the car, and so began the first leg of what Georgie and Olga would later refer to privately as the Great Southern Railway Handicap.

At about one o’clock, Georgie and Olga arrived at Mallards having caught the 10.34 from Waterloo, and expressed great vexation at having missed Lucia. Though pressed by Grosvenor and Foljambe to stay to lunch, they instead asked Cadman to run them straight back to the station so they could be sure of catching Lucia at Olga’s flat in London. Waving serenely to one or two goggling Tillingites from the back of the Rolls, they caught the 2.04 to Waterloo, asking Cadman to drive on to the post office after he dropped them, and despatch a telegram addressed to Lucia at Olga’s London address explaining what had happened and asking her to wait for them.

At about 1.30 Lucia arrived at Olga’s flat and was greeted with great surprise by Céline, who exclaimed that her mistress and Mr Pillson had left town earlier that morning to go and stay with Mrs Pillson at Mallards. Lucia, with some irritation, asked to use the telephone only to be informed that the instrument was out of order, and that Céline was even now awaiting an engineer who was due to come and repair it.

Lucia then decided, exactly as Olga had predicted she would, that there was nothing for it but to return to Tilling, and she duly asked Céline to go out into the street to procure a taxi for her. While she waited, she jotted down the text of a telegram on a piece of Olga’s notepaper from her writing desk and, as she got into the taxi, gave it to Céline together with half a crown and enjoined her to send it without delay. Céline, remembering her mistress’s instructions, checked her watch when she reached the post office and, seeing that it was safe to do so, sent the missive, which of course explained what had happened and asked Georgie and Olga to wait for Lucia in Tilling.

Lucia managed to catch the 2.34 from Waterloo, and arrived back at Mallards shortly after five o’clock, to find her telegram to Georgie lying unopened on the hall table. As she sat in her living room wondering rather sourly what on earth she should do now, there was a knock at the door and shortly afterwards Foljambe came into the room with a further telegram on a salver. Slitting it open, Lucia read, ‘All too tiresome. You stay Tilling. We join you tomorrow. Georgie.’

‘No reply, Foljambe,’ she said coolly.

She waited for Foljambe to dismiss the postman and then called her back into the room.

‘What time did Mr Georgie get here, Foljambe?’ she enquired.

‘About lunchtime if you please, mum,’ came the answer but then, perhaps feeling that a fuller explanation was required. Foljambe went on in a rush, ‘Oh, madam, Mr Georgie was so upset to miss you. He and Miss Bracely wouldn’t even stay for lunch. They got Cadman to take them straight back to the station and they asked him to send you a telegram asking you to wait for them in London. I hope you won’t think it was his fault – he went straight to the post office from the station.’

‘It’s nobody’s fault, Foljambe,’ Lucia decided magnanimously, ‘except perhaps Miss Bracely’s telephone’s fault for being out of order.

Please tell Cadman not to worry himself.’

‘Oh, thank you, mum,’ said Foljambe, greatly relieved.

‘Please tell Grosvenor that I will be on my own for dinner,’ said her mistress, ‘but that Mr Georgie and Miss Bracely will be arriving tomorrow.’

By this time, of course, the Daily Mirror photograph has been seen by all of Tilling, not least by Elizabeth Mapp-Flint and her husband.

‘Good God!’ ejaculated the Major, totally stupefied. ‘Who’d have thought it of old Pillson? Didn’t know he had it in him.’ He shook his head in disbelief, put it down on the arm of his chair, and then picked it up and looked at it all over again.

‘Oh, I’m sure it’s all completely innocent,’ said his wife matter-offactly. ‘After all, Benjy-boy, you know Mr Georgie. How could it be otherwise?’

‘Quite,’ agreed the Major. ‘Probably just discussing a knitting pattern or something.’

He squinted towards the tantalus. He had been unable to play his customary round of golf that morning as it had been raining, which meant that he had also missed out on his customary chota peg in the clubhouse afterwards. However, as he had assured Mapp very firmly indeed only a few days previously that not a drop of alcohol ever passed his lips before sundown, he now felt himself to be in something of an invidious position. If only she would leave the room for some reason, he would probably have time to step across to the sideboard, pour himself a tot, knock it back and replace the glass … Yes. He found himself measuring out the distance in his mind and rehearsing each step that would be required to cross the rug, flirt dangerously with being discovered in the act, and then make it back to the safety of his armchair.

‘Not that I will adopt that line in public, of course,’ his wife was saying, smiling to herself while wondering how soon she might decently call upon Lucia to enquire solicitously after Georgie and express the hope that he would not be away from home too long.

‘No,’ she went on, ‘but it’s this other photograph that really takes the biscuit.’ She waved the Daily Telegraph. ‘Why, it gives Lucia every opportunity to carry on claiming that she knows Noël Coward and John Gielgud, when it should be obvious to everyone that she no more knows Noël Coward and John Gielgud than I do! Everybody knows they both snubbed her when she wrote – several times, mind – to invite them down to Tilling.’

‘Ah,’ said the Major. It was a particularly vacant ‘ah’ even by his standards, and Mapp looked up at him sharply from her copy of the Daily Telegraph. There was nothing worse than being unpleasant about someone only to discover that nobody was listening to you.

‘Oh, for goodness’ sake have a drink, you stupid man,’ she snapped, ‘then perhaps you’ll be able to concentrate on what I’m saying.’

Major Flint, who was unaccustomed to being called a stupid man in his own living room, even by his wife, looked hurt, as well he might. He then contrived to inject a note of dignified resignation into his hurt expression, as he rose slowly from his chair and walked with a hurt yet dignified tread towards the sideboard.

Mapp realised that she had perhaps been a little abrupt and considered brushing a few tears from her eyes to show that it was simply understandable upset that had caused her to speak sharply to her husband, but then remembered that she had also been understandably upset on two of the three previous days. She had no wish to diminish the effect of her furtive eye-brushing by over-use, though she privately resolved to practise it anew in front of the mirror that evening. She decided instead to employ girlish contrition, usually a reliable stand-by.

As the Major resumed his seat with a stern expression and a damp moustache, his wife subsided gently to her knees beside his chair in what she fondly imagined to be a handmaidenly fashion, and took his free hand (the one without the glass) in both of hers. This too was a long rehearsed routine and one that she used but rarely, which was perhaps as well since she had become somewhat stout over the last few years and in fact sank towards the ground with unexpected speed and firmness, accompanied by a loud cracking of joints and creaking of corsets. Indeed she only just managed to stop herself from exclaiming as her knees connected sharply with the floor, and at the same time a particularly vicious piece of whalebone drove into a large and soft part of her generously endowed frame.

‘Oh, Benjy boy,’ she cooed, fluttering her eyelashes bravely through the pain, ‘I’m sorry, you know I don’t mean it, but Lucia has made me so cross over this newspaper business. It’s so like her! Why can’t she just tell the truth and be done with it?’

The Major decided magnanimously to treat the incident as closed. There was after all still the possibility that he might be able to milk the situation for at least one more drink.

‘Not her way, eh? To tell the truth I mean,’ he ventured, staring deeply into his glass.

His wife, leaning towards him, sighed deeply in a manner which she hoped would convey the easy and natural understanding between them that must lead inevitably to instant consensus on any major issue. The fact that this inclination of the body made it possible for her to rest her hands on the arms of the Major’s chair and push downwards as she rose to her feet, thus releasing the unwelcome upward pressure of her foundation garment, was nothing more than a happy coincidence.

‘No indeed,’ she concurred. ‘Though it may be unchristian to say so, Benjy, one has to admit that Lucia and the truth are complete strangers to one another.’

‘Not unchristian at all,’ her husband averred. ‘The damn woman’s a liar; no two ways about it.’

‘But why is it that nobody else sees that?’ Mapp wailed. ‘Why, when it’s as plain as a pikestaff?’

‘Not as bright as you, Liz-girl. Why, I’ve always said that you were as bright as a button. You’ve always seen through her stories, haven’t you?’

He took a pull at his drink and cast a hopeful glance towards the tantalus.

‘All you have to do, surely,’ he went on, ‘is to concentrate on one particularly blatant lie – maybe like knowing this Noël Coward feller – and make sure everyone knows it isn’t true. Shouldn’t be difficult either, not after that letter he wrote her.’

‘But how can I, Benjy?’ wailed his wife. ‘After that picture in the Telegraph everyone will take it for granted that she knows him – yes, and that vile Gielgud creature as well.’

‘No, no,’ the Major replied, shaking his head for greater emphasis. ‘Don’t see that. Don’t see that at all.’

‘What do you mean?’ Elizabeth asked somewhat plaintively.

‘Well,’ he said. ‘I’m not sure it even proves that Pillson knows him. Yes, all right they were clearly at that restaurant together, but suppose it was the first time they’d ever met? Isn’t it much more likely that the Bracely woman knows him and just introduced him to Pillson because they all happened to be dining at the same place at the same time?’

‘Do you think so?’ Elizabeth asked uncertainly.

‘Sure of it,’ the Major averred, making an expansive gesture with his by now empty glass to emphasise his certitude. ‘After all, we know that it was after the opera, cos the paper said so, and how many restaurants are open after the opera? Damn few. Anyway, all these theatrical johnnies probably go to the same place – mince around smoking Turkish cigarettes and all that sort of thing.’

‘But even if you’re right – and I’m sure you are, Benjy-boy – how can we catch her out?’

‘Simple, old girl,’ he responded. ‘Either she knows him or she doesn’t. If she does, then she can invite him down for the weekend. If she doesn’t, she can’t. And we know from that letter you saw that she doesn’t know him, and he doesn’t want to come. All you have to do is keep jabbing away and sooner or later she will run out of excuses. If the horse won’t run, then it won’t run, and that’s all there is to it.’

‘Benjy!’ Elizabeth marvelled. ‘Why, that’s positively inspired! Of course that’s what we shall do.’

Greatly daring, the Major rose and crossed to the fount of his inspiration in a fine display of masculine superiority. It was good for the little woman to know that when she needed advice on a particularly tricky point, then she could turn to the infallible oracle that was her husband.

‘Course, the best thing,’ he opined airily while pouring himself another drink, ‘is that once you’ve caught her out in one lie, absolutely caught her out mind, with no possible doubt, then nobody will quite believe her about anything ever again.’

‘Yes,’ she said in a tone of pleasurable anticipation, beaming at him admiringly.

Sensing the waves of positive sentiment that were washing in his direction, he allowed himself a little smile and an extra splash from the decanter.

So it was that Lucia was summoned to the telephone that evening at Mallards by Grosvenor with the words, ‘Mrs Mapp-Flint, madam.’

‘Elizabeth, dear,’ Lucia said breezily. ‘To what do I owe the pleasure?’

‘Lucia, dear, only just seen the newspapers. I’ve been so busy. Thought I should call.’

Mapp paused.

‘Ah yes, the newspapers,’ Lucia said in a matter-of fact way. ‘The Telegraph, wasn’t it? I only got around to it quite late, you know, after the financial papers. Georgie with Olga, Noël and John, you mean? So wonderful they could have a nice time. Only a shame I couldn’t get away to join them, but you know how much I have on my plate. But surely we talked about it this morning, non é vero?’

‘Oh, but haven’t you seen the Mirror?’ Mapp enquired innocently.

‘The Mirror? Surely you don’t read that dreadful rag, do you?’

‘No, of course not,’ Mapp said smoothly, ‘but Withers does and she showed it to us. Not too upsetting for you, I trust?’

‘You’ll have to enlighten me, I’m afraid, dear.’ Now it was Lucia’s turn for innocence. ‘To what exactly are you alluding?’

‘Why the picture of Georgie and Olga Bracely, of course. Surprised you haven’t seen it. I would have thought someone would have shown it to you.’

Not for the first time, Elizabeth deeply regretted the loss of her vantage point at Mallards, from the garden room of which she used to able to observe the comings and goings of all her friends and neighbours. How vexing not to be able to know for certain who had visited Lucia today.

‘Is it a nice picture?’ Lucia asked absently, as if scanning the financial pages and trying to attend to her telephone conversation at the same time.

‘Rather depends on your definition of “nice”,’ Elizabeth replied with what was supposed to be a friendly giggle but sounded awfully like a Jack Russell launching itself in pursuit of a rat. ‘They are sharing an intimate moment, according to the newspaper. Kissing, in fact, not to put too fine a point on it.’

‘You must remember, Elizabeth,’ Lucia replied coolly, ‘that Georgie and Olga are very old friends, and it is customary, I believe, for old friends to kiss each other when they meet.’

There was a noise at the other end, which signified scepticism.

‘So, will Mr Georgie be away for long, I wonder? Like that time in Le Touquet? Oh, let me see, that was with Miss Bracely as well, wasn’t it? How nice for you, dear one, that he has someone to occupy his time while you are so busy coming amongst us and doing good works.’

Lucia resisted a strong impulse to say something nasty and put the phone down. It would never do to sink to poor Elizabeth’s level of petty jealousy.

‘Both coming here tomorrow, dear,’ she informed her former Lady Mayoress, ‘as I have just learned by telegram. How sweet of Olga to think of us while she is so busy in town, but how very much like her, don’t you think?’

There came an indeterminate noise which might have been indicating shared joy and rapture at Lucia’s news but almost certainly was not.

‘I thought, naturally, Elizabeth, as I said,’ Lucia ploughed on, rather like an elegant but powerful ocean liner breasting the waves and nonchalantly shoving aside the odd iceberg in the process, ‘that you were referring to the picture in the Telegraph of Olga and Georgie with Noël and John – so nice they were able to get together as I suggested.’

‘Yes, so nice of Olga to introduce her friends to Mr Georgie,’ Mapp purred, all sweetness once again.

‘Our friends too, Elizabeth dear,’ Lucia reminded her, ‘Georgie and I. Why Noël and I keep up a constant correspondence, though the poor man is so busy. He sometimes only has time to dash off a couple of lines as he arrives in New York, or Paris, or wherever it is.’

‘Isn’t it wonderful that you and Noël Coward are such close friends?’ Mapp enthused. ‘You see, there’s the teensiest favour I’d like to ask you.’

Too late, Lucia smelt danger.

‘The Bartletts popped in a little while ago,’ Mapp purred, ‘asking for me to help with some fête thing over at Tenterden in three weeks’ time. Don’t know why really, after all everyone knows that sort of thing is much more in your line, dear worship. Why your tableaux vivants are the talk of East Sussex.’

‘I trust,’ Lucia broke in, ‘that you haven’t volunteered me for performing anything without consulting me first. Cattiva Elizabeth – you know how full my diary is. Anyway, I’m afraid it would be quite out of the question at such short notice. The preparations are extensive, dear, though of course I was forgetting – you’ve never actually featured in my tableaux, have you?’

This was true, largely because no such involvement had ever been requested. There was a sound at the other end of the line which might – only might, mind – have been produced by the grinding of teeth.

‘No, that’s not it at all,’ came the rejoinder. ‘Actually the Padre said they were looking for something interesting. Not that your tableaux aren’t interesting of course, though we have seen you as Queen Elizabeth so many times that perhaps the impact is beginning to be lost on us a little, and we must all be grateful that the costume has survived all these years, though do I sense that it might have been let out a little? No, something more interesting, perhaps, more up to date?’

Lucia made a noise which might have started life as ‘Indeed, dear?’ but which somehow became rather strangled as it passed her tonsils.

‘And that’s when I had my little brainwave,’ Mapp said brightly. ‘I said to the Padre, “But why don’t you ask Lucia to invite her dear, dear friend Noël Coward down for the weekend and he can motor over to Tenterden with Cadman and open the fête?” And the Padre said, “What a bonny idea, Mistress Mapp,” and rang his friend the vicar at Tenterden, and he thought it was wonderful idea too. And then I positively clapped my little hands and thought how lovely it would all be.’

In Lucia’s mind, the gearwheels were spinning wildly but somehow she could not quite slip the clutch and engage them. What to say? What to do?

‘So, you see, dear,’ Mapp continued even more brightly than before, ‘I haven’t volunteered you for anything at all. Only Noël Coward.’

There was a pause before she delivered the coup de grâce, and now the brightness was the gleam of tempered steel as she slid the blade between Lucia’s ribs.

‘Your very good friend.’


Chapter 4

‘Olga, dear,’ Lucia exclaimed with every appearance of sincerity as the opera singer came into the drawing room in response to the dinner gong, ‘how delightful that you could join us.’

‘Jolly decent of you to have me,’ Olga replied awkwardly.

Georgie stepped forward supportively and pressed a glass into her hand.

‘Champagne,’ he commented, as if to himself. ‘How lovely.’

‘Oh, hang it all, Lucia,’ Olga broke out, direct as ever, ‘I can’t even begin to tell you how awfully cut up I am about those wretched photos in the papers.’

‘I am sure the fourth estate were only doing their jobs,’ Lucia replied calmly, ‘though I must confess I was surprised to hear Georgie being described both as your companion and as the Mayor of Tilling.’

‘Oh, it’s all perfectly simple, really,’ Georgie explained. ‘All they have to do is to get one of the waiters to say that they have seen you both dining there before, and then they can imply that you are really “together”, if you see what I mean. All too tarsome, of course, but there you are.’

‘And your newly acquired title, Georgie?’ Lucia enquired with heavy sarcasm. ‘Are you suggesting that this mistake too was promulgated by one of the serving staff?’

‘Yes, actually it was,’ Olga cut in. ‘I rang up Alfredo at Sheekey’s at lunchtime and demanded an explanation. It turns out someone used to work at the Ritz and heard Poppy introduce Georgie as the Mayor of Tilling years ago, so for half a crown he passed the tip on to the Mirror. Alfredo was most apologetic and asked me to convey to you that the man concerned was dismissed on the spot as soon as he confessed.’

‘Quite gratifying really, if you think about it,’ Georgie marvelled, studying himself intently in the mirror, ‘that I should be so little changed that the waiter should have recognised me after all this time. Just fancy!’

To his dismay, neither lady leapt to agree with him.

‘Dear Poppy,’ Lucia reflected with one of her silvery laughs, ‘how like her!’

Poppy, Duchess of Sheffield, had sadly passed away around the time of El Alamein, and all three of them had attended her funeral, braving the rigours of wartime rail travel since the Rolls had been laid up for the duration for lack of petrol. For the last decade and a half of her life she had imagined herself passionately in love with Georgie, chiefly – so she claimed – on account of his beard. Georgie for his part had found her persistent attentions most unwelcome, taking to locking his bedroom door when she came to stay, and even being driven on one occasion to return early from a trip to Le Touquet. One of her many eccentricities, along with barbophilia, black coffee and dressed crab, had been to affect that it was Georgie, her dashing hero, who was Mayor of Tilling rather than his consort, whom she treated with a studied disdain.

‘I think in the circumstances,’ Lucia conceded magnanimously, ‘it would be best all round simply to treat the incident as the sort of mischievous prank in which the tabloid press seem to delight, and therefore closed as far as we innocent participants are concerned.’

‘Well, there we are, then,’ Georgie said contentedly. ‘So everything’s all right after all.’

He looked away from the mirror with some reluctance, for he had been particularly admiring the cut of the lapels of his new evening dress. Rationing had meant that he had been unable to have any significant tailoring done during the war, and while it was all too tiresome that rationing had continued unaccountably into peacetime, he had finally by hook or by crook managed to gather entitlement to enough material for a new set of tails. Perhaps too late, as it turned out, for his tailor had told him that these new-fangled dinner jackets were starting to become the rage, with a black tie rather than white. However, he was sure that Lucia would never allow such an abomination at her dinner table. In Tilling, hitum would continue to mean hitum unless and until the doyenne of local society should decide otherwise.

‘Mention of mayors and duchesses reminds me,’ Lucia went on, ‘that there is something that I have been meaning to discuss with you both, but perhaps we should go in? Cook will be very upset if her soufflé spoils.’

This was to prove a wise precaution since the soufflé was adjudged quite excellent, as was the Riesling that accompanied it. So excellent, in fact, that little conversation ensued until the dish containing the last crumbs of soufflé, which had stubbornly refused to be dislodged, had been returned to the kitchen.

No matter how distracting the excellence of the food, however, Lucia’s lack of communication betokened deep inner reflection, as shortly became apparent.

‘I find I have been thinking oft of late,’ she revealed as she gestured for Grosvenor to pour the burgundy, ‘of Dame Catherine Winterglass.’

‘Oh yes?’ Georgie replied, while holding his glass up to the light. ‘I say, what a wonderful colour this wine has. Is it the last of the Gevrey Chambertin thirty-eight?’

‘Mm, yes, I think so,’ Lucia confirmed, darting him a quick reproving glance. While both the glance and the implied rebuke which it conveyed were clearly caught by Olga, they were nonetheless lost upon Georgie, who was by now inhaling deeply the bouquet of his wine before sipping it delicately, replacing the glass on the table and murmuring his approval.

He looked around for confirmation of his opinion but found only Lucia looking rather stern and Olga looking rather awkward. He wondered whether he had missed something, came to the conclusion that he probably had and adopted in consequence an expression of concerned enquiry.

If his wife was at all mollified by such overt contrition, she did not show it.

‘I was saying, Georgie,’ she repeated sharply, ‘that I had been thinking of Dame Catherine Winterglass.’

Georgie decided to be enthralled by this news.

‘Have you really?’ he marvelled. ‘Well, just fancy.’

‘The name seems familiar,’ Olga ventured. ‘I’m sure I must have heard you talk about her, Lucia, but I’m afraid I can’t remember in what context.’

Lucia sighed deeply and then began to explain in the sort of declamatory tones that made her improving lectures on Shakespearean drama so utterly compelling for at least the first two minutes.

‘Dame Catherine,’ she reminded her audience, ‘was the governess of a heartless male employer, a solicitor in fact, who threw her out of her employment to make way for a younger candidate.’

‘The swine!’ Georgie exclaimed, since such an endorsement of Lucia’s disapprobation seemed to be called for.

Lucia paused, looked down at her plate and summoned up a deep sigh, which seemed to communicate exactly the same depth of feeling as Georgie had just indicated, but naturally in more lady-like a fashion.

‘Happily,’ Lucia continued, ‘Dame Catherine was an extremely courageous and resourceful lady, and had by this time already managed to amass a small amount of personal capital – some five hundred pounds, I believe.’

‘Not so small, actually,’ Georgie murmured sotto voce.

Olga for her part tried hard to imagine exactly what sorts of courageous and resourceful behaviour on the part of a younger, and presumably prettier, Dame Catherine had induced a canny male solicitor to part with five hundred pounds.

‘This sum,’ Lucia swept on imperiously, ‘she proceeded to multiply many times over by judicious investment –’

‘Speculation, more like,’ Georgie corrected her, this time not so sotto voce.

Lucia quelled this incipient rebellion with a piercing glance.

‘By judicious investment,’ she repeated sternly, ‘to the point where she owned several houses, entertained royalty, and was able to be a generous patroness to a number of different charitable undertakings.’

‘Oh, now I remember,’ Olga said. ‘It was she who inspired you to begin your career as a stock market investor. You keep her photo on your desk.’

Lucia graciously inclined her head to acknowledge the accuracy of Olga’s recall.

‘Indeed I do,’ she concurred. ‘It is a privilege to have the example of such a remarkable woman always before me.’

She gazed rather mistily into the street outside the window to signify the depths of her sisterly emotions. Georgie took advantage of this lull in the proceedings to pour both himself and Olga another glass of burgundy from the decanter.

‘A remarkable woman indeed,’ Olga echoed.

‘That’s what the world needs, Georgie,’ she went on rather more hotly, turning to him, ‘more women who can carry the fight to men on their own terms.’

‘I’m not sure what my own terms are,’ Georgie mused, ‘but whatever they are, I surrender.’

They both laughed, while Lucia frowned.

‘This really is remarkable steak and kidney pudding,’ Georgie changed the subject hastily. ‘Why, it makes that wretched rationing almost worthwhile. Just think, before the war we would have been having leg of lamb or something like that this evening and just thinking of it as another everyday dish, while now it’s an occasional treat and we’ve learned to appreciate it.’

‘Absolutely!’ agreed Olga, who was known for the resolute qualities of her appetite. ‘You are lucky, Lucia, to have such a splendid cook.’

Lucia’s frown, though slight, was nonetheless still perceptible. It denoted, as it was intended to, that some important message had been communicated but either it had been in too subtle a form to be discerned, or (more likely) that those for whom it had been intended had been insufficiently intelligent to understand it.

‘Of course I remember going with you to Rule’s before the war when you were singing in Lucrezia …’ Georgie reminisced, but was cut short by Olga’s knife coming loudly into contact with her plate. Looking across at her, he caught the quick movement of her eyes towards Lucia and then away again.

He too now saw the frown and was perplexed. Lucia had invited approbation of Dame Catherine Winterglass, and approbation had duly been provided. She had implied criticism of Dame Catherine’s employer and he had dutifully joined in, condemning the man as an absolute bounder. Yet clearly something else had been intended by way of a response, and that response had not been forthcoming.

‘What in particular was it that your thoughts of Dame Catherine brought to mind, Lucia?’ asked Olga, whose mind was obviously moving on similar lines to Georgie’s.

The frown faded miraculously from Lucia’s face and was replaced by a look of such deep and appealing innocence that it was clear that the more insouciant what she was about to say might seem then the more heartfelt it would be, and the more spontaneous it might appear then the more lengthily it would in fact have been considered.

‘I was just thinking,’ she said insouciantly and spontaneously, ‘of all the similarities between Dame Catherine’s life and my own.’

Olga and Georgie stared at her blankly, as well they might. Not only had Lucia never been a governess but she was known to dislike children with a passion that was matched only by her detestation of Elizabeth Mapp-Fint, the gramophone and the Labour Party. Not only had she not worked in domestic service for twenty-five years, she had never done a day’s work in her life. Nor could Olga imagine her dealing with the importunate attentions of a middle-aged solicitor with the same courageous and resourceful behaviour that Dame Catherine had seemingly been able to employ.

‘Similarities?’ Georgie queried.

‘Isn’t it obvious, Georgie?’ Lucia replied tartly. Really, she thought, it was quite exasperating just how dense Georgie could be on occasion.

‘You mean the stock market dealings, of course?’ said Olga cannily.

Lucia looked upon her with an altogether more benevolent mien than she had just displayed towards her husband.

‘Partly that, naturally,’ she agreed. ‘Like her, I have increased my capital many times over.’

There could be no dispute about this last statement. She had inherited what was already a very large fortune from Pepino, who had in turn inherited a significant part of it from his aunt, having first taken the very wise precaution of obtaining what passed for her signature on a power of attorney during one of her increasingly rare lucid intervals in the private lunatic asylum to which he had considerately committed her. This inheritance Lucia had greatly increased by a programme of stock market investment beginning shortly after her arrival in Tilling.

Elizabeth Mapp, as she then was, had attempted to shadow some of Lucia’s investments, such as the legendary Siriami gold mine craze, which had been the sole item of discussion over the green baize of Tilling’s bridge tables for some weeks. Sadly for Mapp, Siriami had been a stock whose price had initially headed upwards with dizzying rapidity only then to reverse its direction with equal enthusiasm. While Lucia’s foray into these dangerous waters had been triumphantly successful, Mapp’s timing had been less adroit and her efforts less successful, except insofar as successfully turning a moderate fortune into a very small one. Naturally she had blamed Lucia for having kept her deliberately in the dark about her own dealings, and it was in such controversial circumstances that Mapp had been forced to leave Mallards, which had served as the citadel of her position of social prominence in the town. Casting imprecations in her wake, she had reluctantly decamped to Grebe clutching Lucia’s cheque for a hundred guineas, while Lucia had smiled sweetly and moved into Mallards.

It was while holidaying in Italy, however, that Lucia had experienced her true epiphany as an investor. A chance meeting with an American millionaire, Brabazon Lodge, had provided an entrée to a new world, which involved using her capital together with other like-minded individuals to take control of companies. Liquidating her portfolio for the purposes of participating in his scheme to take over a bank in New York had inadvertently saved her from the consequences of the Wall Street Crash and more besides, since her ‘sell’ orders had been accidentally repeated, thus bringing in a handsome windfall when she was able to buy back all the stocks needed to honour these contracts at much lower prices. Undeterred by the collapse of the very bank which Lodge had intended to buy, they instead put their money to work buying up the bonds of companies that owned office blocks in Manhattan. As the banks, desperate for cash, called in the companies’ loans, the bondholders exercised security over the office blocks, acquiring them in most cases for a fraction of their true value.

So it was that within a few years Lucia had become truly very wealthy indeed, perhaps even one of the wealthiest people in England. Yet this had to remain shrouded in the darkest secrecy, for not only did she not wish to attract the attention of the taxman but exchange controls should have prevented her from transferring money out of England to America in the first place. Here Brabazon Lodge had come to her rescue.

In the confusion surrounding the collapse of the London Stock Exchange alongside that in New York, Lucia had been able to obtain a banker’s draft for most of her capital from Mr Mammoncash, her stockbroker, shortly before his firm failed. With this she went to see a rather grubby little man in Hatton Garden who exchanged it for a packet of uncut diamonds, which she accepted somewhat dubiously as they resembled nothing so much as pebbles from the beach at Camber Sands. With this small but precious parcel concealed about her person she had journeyed to see his equally grubby younger brother in Amsterdam, who had exchanged the pebbles for another banker’s draft payable to bearer, with which she had journeyed to see a really rather nice man in Geneva, who was also Brabazon Lodge’s rather nice man in Geneva.

Even before she had stepped into the diamond dealer’s room in Hatton Garden, little trace remained of Lucia’s money. From the moment the man in Geneva took the Amsterdam draft with a little bow it vanished forever into the warm, comforting womb-like existence of Swiss banking. Suitably clad in new clothes, it went to New York, foreclosed on office blocks and, remaining resolutely in US dollars, spent the war comfortably housed in munitions stocks. Once a year Lucia and Georgie travelled to New York on the Queen Mary for a holiday, albeit a working holiday for Lucia as she spent most of her time closeted with Brabazon Lodge, lawyers, investment bankers and stockbrokers. On the homeward voyage, the system went into reverse, with a small parcel from a rather grubby man in the Diamond District concealed about Lucia’s person ready to be delivered back to the grubby man in Hatton Garden and magically transformed by him into Lucia’s anticipated expenditure for the coming year.

‘But also the charitable works,’ Lucia went on.

‘Why yes, you’re right, my dear,’ Georgie said, relieved that he had grasped the point at last. ‘You and Dame Catherine are really most amazingly alike.’

He smiled happily and looked hopefully at the steak and kidney pudding. There appeared to be a least one decent portion remaining.

Worryingly, his wife’s frown returned. She paused for him to amend his judgement and, when he did not, she did so for him.

‘In most respects, certainly, Georgie,’ she said, surprisingly sweetly. ‘All except what many people, silly people certainly but people nonetheless and many of them, might consider the most important.’

She gazed at him levelly, as though confident that her meaning was now clear and that he would grasp it instantly.

Georgie’s eyes darted around the room as though he might find inspiration through word association with some physical object, a technique Mr Wyse had been heard to advocate for use while grappling with a knotty crossword clue. If this was indeed his hope, whether conscious or otherwise, it was to prove in vain.

Suddenly inspiration came to Olga, and she spoke in the voice of one who has just discovered a religious mystery.

‘Dame Catherine was a dame and you’re not,’ she said in wonder. ‘Oh, Lucia, you dear thing, you want to be a dame.’

‘It’s not so much “want”,’ Lucia corrected her at once. ‘More a sense of what is fitting, what is proper. After all, I must have given at least as much to charity over the years as Dame Catherine did. It seems only fair that the dear King – oh, I know he’s a different one now, but I don’t see that matters – should treat us both fairly.’

‘Why, of course,’ Olga agreed enthusiastically, ‘who could possibly deserve it more than you, Lucia?’

She kicked Georgie under the table.

‘Oh yes, rather!’ he chorused. ‘Wouldn’t that be lovely?

‘And of course,’ he added unhelpfully, as his fingers strayed to the Order of Skanderbeg on his lapel (he had commissioned a miniature from Spink’s specially, copied faithfully from the original, which nestled nobly in his bibelot cabinet), ‘I’ve already got my medal.’

Lucia looked pained. The circumstances of Georgie’s medal winning1 had not been entirely to her liking and had prompted her to issue sharp words to Georgie, which he had uncharacteristically chosen to ignore. Though the temporary rift had long since healed, she was still inclined, when Georgie’s natural modesty prevented him from revealing the details of his exploits, to say loudly, ‘All too positively Ruritanian, my dears,’ and promptly change the subject.

‘And there’s Susan Wyse too,’ he added even more unhelpfully. ‘Why, she’s had hers for years and years. I can remember it being on the hall table the first time we ever went to dinner with them.’

‘Indeed,’ came Lucia’s glacial comment on the proceedings.

Again it was Olga who, with her natural sense of the rightness of things, came to the rescue with exactly the question Lucia wanted to hear.

‘And what can we do to help?’ she asked, gazing fondly at her hostess.

Lucia smiled and it was as though at the same time she had adjusted the central heating, because the temperature in the room seemed instantly to rise by several degrees. However, she could not resist a sharp glance at Georgie, conveying a clear rebuke for the fact that his lack of natural solicitude had led to an offer of assistance being advanced by a house guest rather than by her husband. He chose mutinously not to notice, and reached for the last helping of steak and kidney pudding.

‘Oh, I don’t know, I’m sure,’ Lucia replied with a vague wave of her hand. ‘I hadn’t really given the matter much thought.’

This was palpably untrue. Olga dealt with this by looking at Lucia with an even more earnest smile than before. Georgie chose to essay a sigh as he addressed his next mouthful of steak and kidney pudding, which proved to be a mistake as he got a fine spray of gravy across his shirt front and perilously close to his Order of Skanderbeg. His natural instinct was to say ‘How tarsome’ but this too proved a mistake as he attempted to do so while swallowing and succeeded only in provoking a violent coughing fit.

While he recovered amid sips of water, streaming eyes and concerned enquiries from Olga, Lucia managed to maintain her innocent demeanour with perfect composure.

‘How does one go about such things, I wonder?’ she enquired of nobody in particular as Georgie’s barking convulsions subsided. ‘How does it all work?’

‘I believe there are two possible methods,’ Olga enlightened her. ‘On the one hand you could get some of the organisations you have benefited to write to the Prime Minister suggesting that your contribution be recognised by some suitable award.’

‘A Labour Prime Minister,’ Lucia interjected at once. ‘Oh dear!’

‘The other approach,’ Olga went on, ‘would be to ask one or two people who are well placed to ask one or two people who are even more highly placed to make some discreet enquiries. Take soundings, as it were.’

‘But who, I wonder?’ Lucia mused.

‘Depends where you have the best connections, really,’ Olga replied. ‘Do you know anyone in politics?’

Lucia wrinkled her nose as though experiencing an unpleasant smell.

‘The church?’

Lucia shook her head. The Bishop had been strangely unappreciative of her endowment of a new organ upon the local church and had resisted all her subsequent invitations, as well as her repeated suggestion that her generosity be marked by a commemorative plaque in the transept.

‘The palace?’

Lucia shook her head afresh and looked rather glum. ‘Toby Limpsfield?’ she proffered, perking up.

Now it was Olga’s turn to shake her head.

‘Too louche,’ she said determinedly. ‘At least for this boring old lot. If his brother had stuck around instead of running off with that Simpson woman then maybe. He was rather fun in his own way, though he could be a frightful cad. He treated poor old Thelma Morgan very badly.’

Lucia nodded sagely, as though to convey that she had known both Edward VIII and Lady Furness intimately, and concurred with Olga’s view of the situation.

‘Babs Shyton?’

‘Too fast.’

‘Adele Brixton?’

‘Too dead, Lucia.’

‘Is Adele dead?’ asked Lucia in some confusion. ‘Surely not?’

‘Yes, don’t you remember? She died when that bomb hit the Café de Paris in 1941.’

Lucia looked shocked for a moment and then shook her head sadly.

‘Isn’t there anybody else?’ Olga asked, a little desperately.

‘I say,’ Georgie interjected, ‘what about Noël Coward?’

Lucia gave him a very old-fashioned look indeed.

‘Really, Georgie,’ she said waspishly. ‘If you are not going to take this discussion seriously then perhaps Olga and I should continue it in your absence.’

‘Oh I say, look here,’ Olga cut in quickly. ‘If you’d be agreeable to the idea, Lucia, I’d be very happy to try to take a few soundings myself.’

‘Why, thank you, Olga,’ Lucia responded graciously. ‘Goodness, what an inspiration you are to us all. I would never have thought of that for myself.’



 

1 See Lucia on Holiday


Chapter 5

Olga loved staying in Tilling for much the same reason that she had enjoyed living in Riseholme. The ritual cry of ‘Any news?’ during the morning round of shopping did not refer to the news of the day as reported in the national newspapers, and had anyone been so crass as to reply by commenting on the end of fuel rationing or Mr Attlee’s cabinet reshuffle they would have been met with a stare of blank amazement. ‘News’ meant real news, the comings and goings of a select group of Tilling residents, which group included as honorary members the Mapp-Flints – since strictly speaking they no longer lived in Tilling itself.

It was almost as though the Landgate marked not just a physical barrier between Tilling and the rest of the world but a spiritual one as well. Outside one might be forced to take account of changes in the rate of income tax, the times of trains to London or Brighton, and other such matters of significance, but step within it and the perspective became resolutely local. Tilling was a perfect self-contained microcosm and Olga loved the gossip and petty squabbles of the little groups that ebbed and flowed spontaneously in its cobbled streets just as she had adored the gossip and petty squabbles of the corresponding little groups that had met, merged and dispersed on the Green at Riseholme.

She was in something of a unique position as far as this microcosm was concerned, for she was both of it and not of it. While she was in Tilling she was graciously and easily assimilated into the process itself and found herself naturally adopting the aforementioned local greeting and the attendant acknowledgement of ‘No!’ when any such news was in fact imparted. Yet because she was not a permanent resident but only an occasional house guest, she was also an observer of it and, she was sometimes uncomfortably aware, often part of the news itself. Though even here the local perspective asserted itself. When Olga Bracely’s name came up in conversation it was not to refer to her latest triumph at the Met or La Scala but simply to comment on the fact that she was expected at Mallards on Friday afternoon.

So it was that she waited eagerly to venture forth the next morning yet unexpectedly found Lucia sitting studiously at her desk, a pair of pince-nez already in place.

‘Are you not coming shopping this morning, Lucia?’ she asked in surprise.

‘Too busy, alas,’ Lucia replied rather absently, gesturing at a pile of papers awaiting her attention. ‘How you all work me! No, you go with Georgie – I’m sure everyone is waiting to see you.’

So it was that Olga and Georgie strolled up the High Street together, he with the statutory wicker basket on his arm.

‘What-ho, comrades!’ Irene shouted to them from a few yards further on. ‘Georgie making free with his favours again, I see.’

Georgie instinctively said, ‘Oh, well really!’ but secretly felt rather pleased, as he always did, at being recognised walking in public with the famous Olga Bracely.

Quaint Irene, the town’s resident artist, was now having to deal with the strain of fame, having progressed from selling her paintings in the pub for a few pints of beer to become a renowned Royal Academician. Some of the more pretentious critics claimed that she ‘defined the spirit of the age’ and argued amongst themselves as to whether her work was figuratively abstract, or abstractly figurative. So many students now came calling, usually unannounced, and went home again to paint determinedly in the manner of Irene Coles, that there was even talk of ‘The Tilling School’.

‘Hello, dear diva,’ she said to Olga, for she was almost as fond of her as she was of Lucia. ‘Why, you were all the talk of Tilling yesterday.’

‘Yesterday?’ Olga enquired. ‘Why not today?’

‘Because you’re here now, silly,’ Irene explained. ‘Yesterday everyone was wondering whether you really would be coming to visit, as we all heard you might be. Of course, the day before yesterday we were all talking about those wretched newspaper pics –’

‘Yes, well, now here we are, as you see,’ Georgie cut in quickly. He had already decided that the less conversation was exchanged about the photographs, and the one in the Daily Mirror in particular, the better.

‘Yes, and it’s jolly lovely to have you both back amongst us,’ Irene responded warmly. ‘Why, that poisonous Mapp said we might never see either of you again.’

‘No!’ they both chorused in good Tilling fashion.

‘She jolly well did! Said she’d heard Lucia had a blazing row with you and Georgie and had banned you both from Mallards.’

‘Well, really!’ Georgie exclaimed, but this time with a lot more passion.

‘Pretty typical, I must say,’ Olga admitted. ‘Admitted’ for she usually strove to see the best in everyone.

‘Hush, here she is,’ hissed Georgie.

The Mapp-Flints indeed hove into view at this point. The countenance of Major Benjy, who was carrying his wife’s basket, lit up at the sight of Olga, whom he greatly admired, though as a woman rather than a singer.

‘Dear lady,’ he boomed, ‘so glad you were able to get down here.’

‘Miss Bracely, always such a pleasure,’ chorused his wife with every appearance of sincerity.

‘The memsahib thought you might stay up in town,’ the Major proffered conversationally.

‘Thought you might have to, more like,’ Irene interjected indignantly. ‘As if an angel like Lucia would ever do a thing like that!’

‘You speak in riddles, quaint one,’ Mapp commented serenely, gazing at her indulgently. ‘But no matter, let us simply rejoice that dear Miss Bracely has come amongst us again. Shall we have singing, I wonder?’

‘I think not,’ Georgie said firmly. ‘Olga is singing Brünnhilde tomorrow and needs to conserve her voice.’

‘Oh dear,’ Mapp lamented, ‘I was hoping that Lucia might mount one of her famous po’ di mu.’

A muttered comment about ‘that Beethoven thing’ came from the Major at her side. This time it was his turn to receive an indulgent glance.

‘I think my Benjy-boy is saying that he was hoping Miss Bracely might substitute some of her charming Schubert for Lucia’s “Moonlight”. All very well in its own way, of course, but when one has heard it quite so many times it does begin to lose its appeal.’

‘Well,’ replied Georgie with some asperity, ‘since there isn’t going to be a po’ di mu then the question won’t arise, will it?’

Perhaps esprit d’escalier would suggest an equally cutting response, but on the spur of the moment all Elizabeth Mapp-Fint could think of was, ‘Indeed, what a shame,’ and slip away with a beaming smile fixed upon her face, husband securely in tow.

Irene, Olga and Georgie looked at each other but before they could venture any opinion on what had just transpired, Diva Plaistow appeared, rather stouter than Olga had remembered her, clutching the handle of her shopping bag firmly in both hands.

‘Olga!’ she exclaimed with obvious pleasure. ‘You came! How nice. Thought you might not.’

Diva’s customarily terse form of diction could be mistaken for the content of a telegram, particularly when she was flustered.

‘People said things,’ she went on. ‘Nasty things, I thought. Too bad of Elizabeth.’

There was a rustle of understanding, agreement and regret among the group clustered on the pavement, and then Diva, who was the only one of them genuinely engaged in a shopping expedition, said, ‘Must go – so nice,’ and waddled off determinedly in the direction of Twistevant’s.

‘Oh dear,’ Olga murmured gloomily, gazing at Diva’s retreating back. ‘Nasty things. That doesn’t sound good, does it?’

‘No nastier than you’d expect of Mapp, the old viper,’ Irene commented. Elizabeth Mapp-Flint was not one of her favourite people, a state of affairs which had long existed even before Lucia and Georgie had come to live in Tilling.

‘But what has she been saying exactly?’ Georgie asked.

Irene gazed longingly at the door of the Trader’s Arms and checked her watch.

‘Tell you what,’ she said. ‘You buy me a drink and I’ll spill the beans.’

So it was that the conversation broke off at this point, and resumed once the three had gathered round a table in the lounge bar and were contemplating their drinks with that glimmer of illicit pleasure which derives from preparing to imbibe alcohol at only five minutes past midday.

‘Well, it was all pretty mouldy, actually,’ Irene went on, as though there had been no interruption. ‘She said that Lucia had gone charging off to town when she saw the Mirror, planning to confront you both, discovered you gone and thought you’d run away to avoid her.’

Georgie and Olga looked at each other guiltily.

‘Then, according to Mapp, she discovered that you’d come here to Tilling and was absolutely certain that you were avoiding her since you “must have known” that she would go to London hotfoot and that Mallards was therefore the one place in the world where you were guaranteed not to run into her.’

‘Well, for goodness’ sake,’ Georgie interjected weakly, hoping that his protest sounded credible. Olga simply looked uncomfortable and said nothing.

‘Ridiculous, I know,’ Irene agreed, taking a healthy gulp from her pint of bitter, ‘but there you are. That’s Mapp for you.’

‘And where did all this silly talk of banning us from Mallards come from, then?’ Olga demanded.

‘Oh, that came next in the gospel according to Mapp,’ Irene replied with heavy sarcasm. ‘“Darling Lulu” saw through your “pathetic little scheme” as she put it, and left an angry letter with Olga’s maid saying she was disgusted with your behaviour – both of you, that is – that she was sick and tired of you, Georgie, “gallivanting off” with Olga, and asking you to leave her to live on her own at Mallards while you “made your own arrangements”, if you please.’

‘Was that all?’ Olga asked quietly.

‘There was quite a lot more if you cared to listen to it,’ Irene responded. ‘Personally, I didn’t. I told her in front of everyone that she was a rancorous old bat, and left.’

She drained her pint and put it down, watching little flecks of white foam sliding down the glass.

‘I found out later from Diva, though, that Mapp waxed lyrical about the prospect of Lucia sitting all by herself in Mallards, growing old and bitter alone.’

‘Oh, I say!’ broke in Georgie, appalled. Olga looked close to tears.

‘Fortunately of course, this was going way too far, just like she always does. Apparently Diva told her she was being unchristian and Mr Wyse, who had been too polite to leave when I did, bowed and said Mapp was surely overlooking the fact that Lucia would never be lonely as she would always have lots of friends in Tilling. Then he and Susan went too.’

Olga and Georgie could imagine only too well the malignant look of triumph with which Mapp would have gazed around at this point, seeing the departure of her audience as evidence that, thanks to her powers of perception and oratory, they were now reeling at this glimpse of truth so newly revealed to them.

‘Well, at least now we know everything,’ Georgie said gloomily.

‘I’m afraid you don’t,’ came Irene’s prompt rejoinder, as she gazed significantly at her glass.

A new pint promptly installed in front of her, she continued with her narrative.

‘What I’ve just told you was the end rather than the beginning, actually. It all grew out of an earlier rant about Lucia’s “imaginary friends” like Noël Coward. In fact, I think it was getting so worked up about that when nobody wanted to believe her that made her go so far with the other thing. You know what she’s like – I could see her getting more and more excited as she went along.’

‘What about Noël Coward?’ Olga asked.

‘Well,’ Irene said sadly, ‘Lucia did rather let herself in for it. She said that she knew Noël Coward.’

‘But that was ages ago,’ protested Georgie.

Olga looked at him questioningly.

‘Oh, you know all those silly invitations she kept sending out to people,’ Georgie explained in exasperation, ‘well, Elizabeth got to hear about it and started making fun of her asking and asking and not being able to get anyone to come.’

Olga put her chin in her hands and looked mournful.

‘And of course,’ Georgie went on, ‘the more Elizabeth made fun of her, the more Lucia rose to the bait. Finally Elizabeth came across Noël’s last letter, which made it quite clear that they didn’t know each other at all, and being Elizabeth tried to show it around to everyone.’

‘Oh, no!’ Olga gasped.

‘Yes! But fortunately the first person to whom she tried to show it was Mr Wyse and he looked at the letter, then looked puzzled, and then asked Elizabeth why she was inviting him to read a letter which was clearly addressed to someone else.’

‘Bravo, Mr Wyse!’ breathed Olga.

‘Bravo, indeed,’ Georgie concurred.

‘And what on earth did she say?’ Olga asked.

‘Well, of course she was taken completely aback. She had never expected that response. She thought everyone would just read it straight off, and then tell her how clever she had been to expose poor Lucia.’

‘And?’

‘And apparently Elizabeth got jolly flustered and said that she had found it lying around and that Lucia must have dropped it, and that of course she was just taking it back to her. So Mr Wyse said he could save her the trouble, folded it up, put it in his pocket and brought it round to Lucia – with a bow, naturally.’

‘Phew!’ said Olga in relief. ‘So nobody else read it?’

‘Well, I’m sure she must have shown it to the Major,’ Georgie mused doubtfully, ‘and Mr Wyse may well have read at least some of it accidentally, but of course his discretion can be relied upon absolutely.’

‘So can mine,’ said Irene with another meaningful glance at her glass, which seemed unaccountably to have emptied itself during Georgie’s explanation.

As they wandered disconsolately back towards Mallards and lunch, Olga and Georgie turned over in their minds everything they had heard that morning.

‘It’s really quite uncanny,’ Olga remarked, ‘how Elizabeth Mapp-Flint guesses at the truth so consistently.’

‘Indeed it is,’ Georgie agreed, ‘but fortunately she then exaggerates it so much that nobody will believe her. Just look at what happened this time. If she’d just stuck to that silly business with the trains people might have realised there really might be something to it, but by embellishing it with ridiculous episodes about a quarrel and a split with Lucia she lost her audience.’

‘Poor woman,’ said Olga. ‘How very unhappy she must be to make up such wicked stories.’

‘Oh, she’s just bitter and twisted inside. Really, after all these years of being bested by Lucia you’d think that she would just give up and accept it, but if anything she’s getting worse.’

‘I thought you said a week or two back that she’d been rather quiet since the war,’ Olga pointed out.

‘Well, yes, actually she had, now you come to mention it. That’s what makes this latest outburst so remarkable, I suppose. It’s almost as though she’s gone back entirely to her old ways.’

‘Without wishing to be unduly morbid,’ reflected Olga, ‘I suppose it’s always possible that she’s gathering herself for one last effort.’

Georgie looked blank.

‘Oh, come on, you dear old thing,’ Olga said gently. ‘We’re all of us now at that age when you have to come to terms with the fact that you really are going to die one day, and that it may be sooner than one would like.’

‘Memento mori,’ Georgie intoned gravely. ‘Yes, I know what you mean. How quickly the years seem to pass now. They did even during that dreadful war when we had bombs dropping on us and everything.’

They walked on a few steps in silence.

‘But do you really think that’s what behind this … this latest bout of vituperation from Mapp?’

‘Oh, I don’t know really,’ Olga said, trying to shake off the rather chill thoughts that had suddenly come crowding in upon her. ‘Perhaps it says more about my own feelings than hers. I really must stop drinking gin before lunch; it always makes me maudlin.’

‘I say,’ Georgie ventured hesitantly, ‘do you ever find yourself secretly wishing that, no matter how awful Mapp might be, once – only once mind – Mapp might actually win and Lucia lose? It does sometimes seem a little unfair the way Lucia just crushes everyone else beneath her chariot wheels.’

‘I know what you mean, Georgie dear, but then Mapp is so dreadful that any feeling of sympathy for her tends to get strangled at birth.’

‘Well, she’s jolly well going to win out now anyway, isn’t she?’ asked Georgie. ‘Perhaps it’s worth it. At least then maybe she’ll stop.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘Well,’ Georgie explained, ‘she’s more or less openly challenged Lucia to produce Noël here in Tilling and we know that Lucia can’t do that, so sooner or later everyone is going to realise that Mapp is right and that Lucia really has just been telling fibs about Noël all the time.’

‘But that would be dreadful!’ Olga cried. ‘Why, if that happened then people would begin to question everything Lucia says, even everything she has said in the past. Then she would be very unhappy.’

‘I know,’ Georgie said gloomily. ‘You know how angry she got when nobody would believe her about knowing Poppy – why, she turned the whole town against her for a while.’

‘But that was really a fib as well, wasn’t it? At least it started off that way.’

‘Well, of course it was. Poppy never really wanted to have anything to do with Lucia at all, you know how she was. It was just a case of any port in a storm. She needed somewhere to spend the night and knew that we lived nearby.’

‘So then what happened, Georgie? I can’t believe I don’t know the full story.’

‘Well, the next day Lucia was naturally bursting to tell the others about hosting a duchess, but because Poppy had left early in the morning nobody else had actually seen her, and because they were all upset with Lucia about something or other at the time nobody would believe her. Even Quaint Irene thought she was making it all up; I think that hurt Lucia most of all.’

‘But didn’t you tell me about some sort of confrontation? Or have I remembered it all wrong?’

‘Yes there was, and no you haven’t,’ Georgie replied firmly. ‘She pitched into everyone after church on Sunday and told them all what she thought of them. Pitched it to them very strong, in fact.’

‘How awful.’

Georgie nodded.

‘I don’t think she ever realised just how close she came to a total rupture, to nobody ever talking to her again, or if she did she never let on.’

‘But Poppy came back, didn’t she?’ Olga asked.

‘Yes, but it was completely by chance,’ Georgie said. ‘Poppy’s boat was delayed because of rough weather in the Channel, so she came back to stay another night, which gave Lucia a chance to invite everyone round to meet her. She’s always been lucky like that – it’s quite exasperating sometimes.’

‘I wonder,’ Olga said, ‘if we could completely take the wind out of Mapp’s sails once and for all, whether she would just slink back to Grebe with her tail between her legs and leave Lucia alone in future.’

She glanced across at Georgie and saw from his expression that she already knew the answer to that question.

‘What do you really think about this idea of a damery for Lucia?’ he asked, changing the subject.

‘I’m not sure,’ she replied cautiously. ‘I’m going to chat to Norman first of all and see whether this thing can fly or not.’

‘Norman?’

‘Oh, Norman Brook, silly, he’s the Cabinet Secretary. Don’t you remember, I introduced you to him one night at Covent Garden at one of those frightful supper parties that David Webster makes us all go to.’

‘And he would be a good person to ask, would he?’ asked Georgie, who found that he really could not remember the wretched man at all.

‘Of course!’ Olga cried in surprise. ‘Why, really, Georgie, don’t you ever read the papers?’

‘Not the political bits,’ Georgie said firmly. ‘I know that Attlee is Prime Minister and I know that budgets mean higher taxes, and that when politicians say one thing they mean another, and that’s quite enough for me.’

Olga sighed.

‘Norman runs the cabinet for Attlee, so he knows every cabinet minister and every senior civil servant. If we want someone to make discreet enquiries on our behalf I can’t think of anyone better. I’ll try to have lunch with him one day this week when I’m up in town.’

Georgie instantly felt very jealous at the idea of any other man having lunch with Olga, but suppressed the emotion with difficulty.

By this time they had arrived at Mallards. They opened the door, which naturally was on the latch in good Tilling fashion, and found that it still wanted a few minutes of one o’clock.

‘Lucia, darling,’ Olga said at once, ‘do I have time for a very quick telephone call?’

‘Help yourself, dear,’ Lucia replied, flapping a languid hand in the direction of the telephone room.

Olga gave the operator a Mayfair number and was soon speaking to Noël Coward’s valet.

‘Is he up yet?’ she enquired without preamble. ‘It’s Olga Bracely.’

‘I will enquire, madam,’ that worthy replied and there ensued a short pause before a clearly sleepy Noël Coward was brought to the phone.

‘Olga,’ he said distractedly. ‘What is it? You know I’m not to be disturbed before two o’clock. It is one of the firmest principles by which I govern my life.’

‘Never mind that,’ she replied briskly. ‘Do you remember a few weeks back when I got you and Johnnie and your friends a box when the House was sold out and you said it was doing you the most enormous favour and that you’d be sure to repay me some day?’

‘I believe so,’ came the languid reply in a silk dressing gown sort of voice. ‘What do you want – lunch?’

‘Oh, fiddlesticks to lunch. I want a proper favour.’

‘Oh, bother,’ Coward commented as if to himself. ‘I have the strangest idea that I’m not going to like this. What is it?’

So she told him, whereupon there ensued another pause, though this one preceded by a sharp intake of breath.

‘You know, Olga,’ he said finally and rather viciously, ‘sometimes you can be so very, very cruel.’


Chapter 6

The next morning brought the expected visit by the Padre, who presided over the spiritual welfare of his flock from the splendid Anglican church in the Church Square, its war memorial now sadly embellished by some additional names from a very recent conflict.

It was one of the many oddities of Tilling life that, crowded into a small distance of no more than about fifty yards, were not one but three places of worship, all of whom acted largely as though the others did not exist.

Across the road was the Methodist Chapel, from whence resounded on winter evenings rousing choruses of Gilbert and Sullivan, as the operatic society practised for their annual performance. On Sundays, well-scrubbed family groups of tradesmen and boatmen, stiffly uncomfortable in their Sunday best, went unsmilingly to their devotions. Their numbers were swollen occasionally by earnest-looking young men from South Wales clutching black bibles and in search of well-scrubbed daughters of tradesmen and boatmen with whom to discuss the finer points of the Ten Commandments over afternoon tea, though the seventh brought a sudden blush to maidenly cheeks and was usually passed over quickly with mutters and bowed heads.

Away from the Church Square, but only just, sat the small Catholic Church, where they ranked the Commandments in a different order. Here exotic rituals made use of incense and Latin incantations, and life as an altar boy could occasionally be as hazardous as that of a migrating zebra in the Serengeti.

The Anglican church was Tilling society in miniature. The servants sat at the back and scuttled away quickly through the side door to prepare their masters’ and mistresses’ Sunday lunches. Mapp gazed around quizzically, detecting signs of sinfulness from the very appearance of the members of the congregation. Major Benjy bellowed the words of the Apostles’ Creed as though issuing orders on a parade ground. Lucia, though no longer occupying the Mayor’s chair, smiled serenely at all as she held court afterwards with the Padre at the main door, expressing great delight at once more being able to greet every single one of the departing worshippers in person. Quaint Irene, who never actually attended church, nonetheless looked forward eagerly to Sunday Communion, since its conclusion coincided with the opening time of the pubs.

The well-known eccentricities of the English race were nowhere better demonstrated than in the Padre himself, who despite hailing originally from Birmingham, a city which Lucia graciously allowed might have one or two small districts which were almost respectable, nonetheless spoke determinedly in a broad Scottish accent and peppered his speech with Caledonian vocabulary. The church, for example, was always ‘the kirk’, while his consort, Evie, was never referred to as anything other than ‘the wee wifie’. Evie was a benevolent, mouse-like creature who had rarely been known to express an opinion about anything, and whose own speech pattern took the form of murine squeaks, which often seemed to be uttered on too high a frequency to be easily identified by the human ear.

‘Good morning, Padre,’ Lucia welcomed him. ‘What’s to do?’

‘Mistress Pillson,’ he reciprocated, ‘always such a pleasure, ye ken.’

‘You’ll take a cup of tea, of course?’

It was a more of a statement than a question, and Foljambe, who had just shown the Padre into the room, bobbed and disappeared.

Lucia of course knew exactly what the Padre had come to talk to her about, but was in no hurry to convey this. For one thing she was thinking feverishly about the best mode of reply and for another, she was not a woman ever voluntarily to surrender any advantage, no matter how slight.

She waved the Padre to a chair.

‘A fine sermon on Sunday, I thought, Padre mio,’ she began. ‘Let us hope that it was well noted by those most in need of its message.’

The Padre murmured something self-deprecating.

The sermon had been on the text ‘Thou shalt not bear false witness’, upon which theme the Padre had waxed lyrical for some fifteen minutes, though by the end his efforts had become somewhat circular, as indeed they tended to be. Long enough for Lucia to have gazed directly at Elizabeth Mapp-Flint with a determined and superior smile, only to find the object of her approbation staring back at her with an equally determined and superior countenance. In consequence, their mutual farewell after communion had been perhaps even a little more perfunctory than usual.

‘So what is it that brings you calling, Padre?’ Lucia went on, as Foljambe came back into the room with the tea tray which Grosvenor had begun preparing even as she saw the Padre approaching through the window.

She waved to Foljambe to continue.

‘Nothing wrong with my organ, I trust?’ she asked, just as her interlocutor was drawing breath to speak.

It was thanks to the generosity of Lucia that what was effectively a new and greatly expanded organ had been created out of the sad dotage of what had gone before, and she was inclined to claim ownership of it, ‘though only in a spiritual sense’ as she was wont to observe, lest anyone be inclined to overlook her role as benefactress.

‘No, dear lady, it’s as bonny as ever,’ he replied.

‘Nor the roof leaking again?’ she enquired.

This was unlikely since a complete new roof had been installed at her expense just before the war, and she was often to be seen before church on a Sunday examining it closely through opera glasses with the quizzical gaze of an expert surveyor, though this was surely intended by way of the concern natural in a parishioner, not to mention a former Mayor, for the fabric of the town church, rather than a crude reminder to all who may be watching of yet a further object of her largesse.

‘Bless you, Mistress Pillson, it’s as snug as ever,’ the Padre beamed.

‘Well then,’ she said as Foljambe left the room, ‘it must be something new and exciting. At least, I hope it will be exciting. I find I have so little excitement of late.’

‘But your wee visit to Riseholme …?’ the Padre asked in a puzzled tone. ‘Surely that was exciting, to see so many old friends?’

Lucia considered this for a moment or two.

‘Enjoyable, certainly,’ she spoke at last. ‘Yes, enjoyable rather than exciting. After all, when one knows a place so well, a visit evokes contentment and sense of homecoming. Particularly when one has so many old friends waiting to greet one.’

She broke off and gazed dreamily into the distance, clearly overcome by memories of the massed inhabitants of Riseholme all beckoning her frantically from their open front doors, but then with a visible effort brought herself back to the more prosaic reality of the here and now.

Reverend Bartlett was understandably reluctant to break in upon this reverie, as indeed he was intended to be, but warbled ‘Aye, isn’t that just the way of it?’ in a Scottish and consoling manner by way of a preamble.

‘It’s the Tenterden fête I’ll be after talking to you about,’ he continued, lapsing into Irish syntax in the heat of the moment, but pronouncing ‘about’ as ‘aboot’ as if to compensate.

‘Tenterden?’ Lucia asked vacantly. ‘But what on earth has that to do with us, Padre? It’s miles away. Why, it’s not even in Sussex, I believe. Isn’t it over in Kent?’

The manner of her delivery would have caused any listener to overlook the fact that the Kent border lay just up the Military Road, and to understand instantly that Lucia would not normally dream of venturing into such an undesirable county unless paying a visit to someone of at least the rank of a Marquess.

‘Aye, you have the right of it,’ the Padre acknowledged. ‘It’s in Kent sure enough.’

‘Why then I rest my case,’ Lucia said magisterially. ‘Surely none of our affair.’

She raised her cup to her lips with an air of bringing the conversation to a definite conclusion.

The Padre wavered, but then persisted.

‘Normally, you would of course be correct,’ he havered, ‘yes, normally …’

Lucia raised an eyebrow over the rim of her cup.

‘And of what abnormality are you aware,’ she enquired in the manner of Lady Bracknell, ‘which might even conceivably make it our concern?’

The Padre was flummoxed. He had expected some resistance to his request but not an outright counter-attack, and certainly not at such an early stage of the proceedings.

‘Och, weel,’ he began, looking to Lucia for some sign of encouragement but in vain. The eyebrow remained resolutely raised.

‘You see, the thing is,’ he began again, ‘the poor wee vicar away in yon Tenterden has been taken poorly. Very poorly indeed.’

Lucia looked as though the state of health of the incumbent of St Mildred’s, Tenterden was a matter of supreme indifference to her, whereupon the Padre, consummate bridge player that he was, played his trump card.

‘The Bishop,’ he said, and this time it was his turn to gaze over his tea cup, ‘is very keen that I should lend my support. “Rally round in an hour of need” is the way he put it, I believe.’

‘Oh well,’ Lucia conceded graciously, ‘if my Lord Bishop desires it then naturally, Padre, you must heed his wishes. He is after all your ecclesiastical superior.’

‘Aye,’ warbled the Padre, ‘that’s aboot the size of it.’

There now followed a somewhat pregnant pause during which Lucia gazed serenely at the Padre without appearing really to focus upon him, while he seemed to be waiting expectantly for her to say something more. Predictably, it was his nerve that cracked first.

‘In fact, the poor mannie has the thing almost complete, ye ken. His wifie posted me the programme and it’s a marvel the way his committee has rallied round and arranged things. Cake stands, a dog show, look-alike competitions, a band. Why it almost puts our own poor efforts in the shade.’

Lucia put her cup down in the saucer rather sharply. She was the Lady Chairman of the organising committee for the Tilling fête, and had been for many years since Elizabeth Mapp-Flint had made the fatal error of asking for a vote of confidence when one of Lucia’s ideas had been preferred to her own. The solitary vote in favour (her own) had been duly recorded, after which she had gone very red in the face and sailed imperiously from the room. Lucia had murmured, ‘Oh dear, poor Elizabeth,’ before graciously consenting to take her place (motion carried, nem con, vote of thanks to Mrs Mapp-Flint for her past services, Mrs Pillson took the chair).

‘Of course, Tenterden is a much larger place than wee Tilling, ye ken,’ the Padre commented, moving swiftly to mollify his hostess. ‘So it’s hardly surprising that they should have a larger fête forbye.’

‘But if the arrangements are so well advanced,’ Lucia commented glacially, ‘and the committee so efficient, I fail to see why your assistance should be required at all, Padre.’

‘Just filling in a few wee gaps, as it were,’ the Padre responded smoothly. ‘In fact, dear lady, I was wondering, or rather the Bishop was wondering, if you might be able to “rally round” a wee thing yourse’n.’

‘The Bishop?’ Lucia asked. ‘He mentioned me? Specifically?’

The Padre nodded. While it was not strictly true that he had spoken to the Bishop, the Archdeacon had been clear that it was the Bishop’s wishes which he was conveying, and “that wretched organ woman” was surely a specific reference to Lucia.

‘What a nice man,’ Lucia said benevolently. ‘Such a shame that he is always too busy to accept my dinner invitations.’

She looked meaningfully at the Padre, who panicked momentarily. His terms of reference did not include negotiating appointments in the Bishop’s diary. He decided to ignore this sally and press on.

‘It’s just the opening of it,’ he said a little desperately. ‘Everything else is in place the noo, well more or less anyway. And we were wondering whether you might be able to come to our rescue.’

Lucia recognised that her efforts to head off the conversation into safer pastures had failed, and that she was being steered steadily towards some very dangerous ground indeed.

‘Three weeks on Saturday, did you say?’ she asked.

‘Aye,’ the Padre replied, though he was quite sure he had said nothing of the kind.

Lucia pinched the bridge of her nose and said, ‘Let me see.’ She concentrated very hard for a moment and then shook her head sadly, clearly unable fully to bring to mind her welter of engagements, and reached for her diary.

‘Why, yes,’ she said brightly. ‘I find that I am free that afternoon. Now let me just write it down. There: Open Tenterden fête. Goodness, how you all work me so.’

She shook her head in dazed recognition of responsibility for yet another contribution to the public good being undertaken.

‘And now, dear Padre,’ she said briskly as she stood up and rang the bell, ‘I really must shoo you away. If I do not finish my correspondence soon I will never have time for my Dante session before lunch.’

The Padre suddenly realised that he had been comprehensively out-manoeuvred, often the prevalent sensation as a conversation with Lucia drew to a close. He went to speak, but could not find the words.

‘Ah, Grosvenor,’ Lucia said, ‘Reverend Bartlett is just leaving. Pray show him out. Padre, how nice to see you as always. Please give my love to Evie.’

So it was that before the Padre really knew what was happening he was standing outside Mallards, having said his farewell and collected his hat from the hall table on the way, conscious not only that he had failed dismally in his appointed task but also that he had acquired a very tricky problem to boot. In fact, feeling rather like the hero of A History of Mr Polly, who goes to propose marriage to a lady only to end up proposing, largely by accident, to her sister instead.

Added to the growing realisation that he had failed in his mission was a sinking feeling at the thought of having to explain this fact to Mrs Mapp-Flint. He decided to delay that unpleasant experience until tomorrow, by which time he might have been able to think of some way of sugaring the pill.

It was not to be, however. Ahead of him suddenly hove into view the substantial female forms of Elizabeth Mapp-Flint and Godiva Plaistow. He cast a panic-stricken glance towards the opposite corner and calculated that even at his briskest walking pace it would be impossible to reach it before he would decently have to acknowledge their presence. Resignedly, he waited for them and raised his hat.

‘Mistress Mapp-Flint, and Mistress Plaistow, well met. Is it no’ a bonny morning?’

‘Good morning, Padre. Any news?’ Diva enquired brightly.

‘Yes, indeed,’ Mapp said more determinedly, ‘any news?’

‘Nothing that comes immediately to mind,’ the Padre replied smoothly, his eyes darting up and down the street as though scanning automatically for a distressed parishioner in need of spiritual succour.

‘But surely you’ve just come from Mallards?’ Mapp countered at once.

‘Aye,’ the Padre responded noncommittally.

There was a silence, which carried with it a strong sense of dissatisfaction on the part of Elizabeth Mapp-Flint at the lack of substance which this simple monosyllable conveyed.

‘So what were you talking to Lucia about?’ demanded Mapp.

‘Really, Elizabeth!’ gasped Diva, clearly shocked.

‘Oh, just parish business, ye ken,’ the Padre temporised.

Elizabeth Mapp-Flint glanced from the Padre to Diva and back again. It really was most awkward having to interrogate the Padre about something to which Diva was not privy. She considered leaving the matter for now but inviting the Padre to tea, at which time she might subject him to an inquisition in a more leisurely manner. As she wavered, she spotted Irene Coles walking towards them from the end of the road. Seeing her window of opportunity rapidly collapsing, she decided to have at least one stab at the situation immediately.

‘But if you remember, Padre,’ she reminded him, fixing him with what she fondly imagined to be a sweet smile, ‘you went to see dear Lulu with a specific mission. Or so, at least, you told me when last we met.’ She turned the sweet smile upon Diva, who was looking understandably puzzled that Mapp should have known the Padre’s intentions better than he did himself.

The Padre looked puzzled.

‘A specific mission, was it?’

‘The fête,’ Mapp snapped, the smile fading from her face. ‘In Tenterden. Now do you remember?’

‘Oh aye, the fête.’

The Padre seemed to summon up the fact from the dimmest recesses of his subconscious mind, and managed to give a convincing portrayal of one who is grateful for having had his memory jogged in this way.

‘Tenterden?’ queried Diva, looking puzzled in her turn. Anything which pertained to the world outside the Old Town of Tilling rarely qualified as ‘news’.

‘A wee parish a few miles away in Kent,’ the Padre explained, grateful for this diversion. ‘St Mildred’s. A bonny kirk dating from the thirteenth century. Wagon-vault ceiling which is awful rare, ye ken.’

‘But –’ interjected Mapp, who seemed suddenly to be struggling for breath. She was conscious that Irene was fast approaching, even given her usual sauntering pace.

‘Though, of course, most of the building work dates from the fifteenth century, I believe,’ the Padre went on smoothly, affecting not to notice Mapp’s urgent attempts to break into the proceedings. ‘And such a lovely town! Why, I always say that the high street is as fine as anything in England.

‘Or mebbe even in Scotland,’ he added reluctantly. ‘Why, Mistress Coles! A bonny morning to ye.’

‘Morning, comrades!’ Irene shouted cheerfully. ‘Any news?’

Elizabeth Mapp-Flint shuddered at this form of address, but said nothing. Since the Bolsheviks had been transformed by the Home Service into our gallant Russian allies, it seemed to have become almost fashionable to be a communist.

‘Nothing much, I’m afraid,’ Diva said in disappointment. ‘Although the Padre’s been talking to Lucia about Tenterden for some reason.’

Irene fixed him with a quizzical eye.

‘Tell all, oh purveyor of opiate to the masses!’ she cried.

Mapp shuddered anew.

‘There’s no’ really a great deal to tell,’ the Padre replied, temporising again.

‘Don’t understand,’ Diva turned her attention back to the Padre. ‘Elizabeth said something specific. So what was it?’

There was a pause, during which Elizabeth wished she had yielded to her initial instinct of raising the matter later in private, rather than in the public environment of the street, exposed to the scrutiny of dear stupid Diva and that horrid Irene Coles.

‘Tenterden,’ signalled dear stupid Diva to the Padre helpfully. ‘Fête.’

‘Oh, aye,’ the Padre answered, ‘that.’

‘Come on, Padre, spill the beans,’ Irene enjoined him.

‘Well, it might be reckoned by way of confidential,’ he said, casting a reproving glance at Mapp, ‘but I suppose there’s no harm you all knowing. Mrs Pillson has agreed to open the fête in Tenterden three weeks on Saturday.’

‘Mrs Pillson?’ Mapp echoed blankly.

‘Isn’t that just like her?’ Irene enthused. ‘What an angel! We all know how busy she is.’

‘Lucia has agreed to open the fête?’ Mapp repeated, this time gazing hotly at the Padre. ‘Herself? In person?’

‘Aye, isn’t that just the size of it,’ the Padre replied, seizing this opportunity to make a dignified escape. ‘Well, good day to you, ladies. I must awa’ to the kirk, ye ken.’

He raised his hat and departed, the expression of relief on his face mercifully invisible to those who remained behind and watched his departing back.

Of these, one was in a state of considerable agitation, struggling with great difficulty to control the almost irrepressible urge to shout, ‘But that wasn’t what you were supposed to ask her at all, you stupid man!’ after him.

‘Are you all right, Elizabeth?’ Diva enquired anxiously. ‘You’ve gone very red in the face.’

Horrid Irene grabbed Mapp’s wrist and took her pulse, gazing over a pair of imaginary half-moon glasses in mock solemnity.

‘Bile, choler, venom,’ she diagnosed. ‘I prescribe large doses of charity and kindness. Ask Lucia – she has plenty to spare.’ So saying, she stuck her hands in her pockets and strolled off whistling the Internationale.


Chapter 7

The next morning found Olga’s bags being brought downstairs and put in the Rolls by Cadman ready for the short trip to the station, from whence Southern Railway’s 10.32 would whisk the singer to London in time to prepare for Siegfried, the second of her three performances as Brünnhilde.

‘Hello!’ said Georgie in surprise at seeing Olga in her coat and hat ready to depart. ‘I thought we were going later – about midday you said, didn’t you?’

‘Where’s Lucia?’ she hissed quickly in reply.

‘Oh, out at some committee meeting or other – the library, I think,’ he replied.

‘Good,’ she said grimly and pushed him sharply backwards into the drawing room, closing the door behind her.

‘We’re not going, Georgie,’ she explained. ‘I am. I think you should stay here with Lucia.’

‘But why?’ he cried, and then, with dawning horror in his eyes, ‘Oh, you don’t mean I’m to miss Siegfried? I was so looking forward to it, and dinner afterwards and everything. No, Olga, surely not that.’

‘Listen, you chump, Lucia’s in a hole with that septic Mapp and she’s going to need all the support she can get. I really don’t think this is a good time for you to be gallivanting off to London and leaving her on her own.’

‘In a hole?’ Georgie asked, puzzled. ‘But that’s all going to be alright, isn’t it? You’ve fixed it for Noël to come down at the weekend as a surprise.’

Wordlessly she pulled a telegram from her handbag and passed it to him. He gasped with dismay as he read it.

REGRET WEEKEND IMPOSSIBLE DUE TO SATURDAY MATINEE STOP UNDERSTUDY SICK AND USELESS ANYWAY STOP HEY HO STOP NOËL

‘That’s why I’m leaving early,’ Olga informed him mournfully. ‘I’m going to try to appeal to his better nature and get him to change his mind.’

‘Wretched man!’ Georgie exclaimed in a sudden spasm of irritation. ‘Why, I’m sure he could perfectly well come if he really wanted to. “Hey ho” indeed!’

‘Maybe, maybe not,’ Olga opined. ‘That’s what I’m off to find out.’

‘But he promised! It’s really jolly well not fair.’

‘Well,’ said Olga with a weak attempt at a smile, ‘I do remember him telling me once that you should never take seriously anything anybody says before two o’clock in the afternoon.’

‘Well, thank goodness we didn’t tell her,’ Georgie said. ‘She’d already have invited the whole of Tilling to meet him, and then think how Mapp would have crowed when she had to cancel everything.’

‘I know,’ Olga agreed. ‘It makes my blood run cold just to think of it.’ She glanced at her watch.

‘Hell’s teeth, I must go. Bye, m’dear.’

She pecked him on the cheek and trotted quickly out to the car, beside which Cadman was looking pointedly at his own watch while distractedly polishing the radiator.

‘If I can get away …’ Georgie shouted hopefully after her.

From the departing car Olga wagged an admonitory finger.

Lucia was understandably surprised when Georgie appeared at lunch.

‘Oh!’ she said. ‘You’re here then?’

‘Well, um, yes,’ he mumbled.

‘But I thought you were going up to London with Olga?’

‘Yes, I was,’ Georgie replied awkwardly, ‘but then I decided to stay here with you instead.’

‘Why, caro mio? Isn’t it Siegfried tonight? That’s your favourite.’

Georgie motioned to Foljambe, who was serving the fish sauce, and waited for her to leave the room.

‘It’s just that I thought I should stay here and support you,’ he began, searching for the right words. ‘You see, you’re in a real spot with Mapp over that wretched Noël Coward business. and I know you must be worried and upset about it …’

Lucia gazed at him in open astonishment.

‘… so I thought I should stay,’ he finished rather lamely.

‘Georgie,’ Lucia said in a very unusual tone of voice, ‘are you really proposing to give up Siegfried for me?’

‘Well, yes,’ he answered. ‘I am.’

She looked at him tenderly and for a moment it was almost as if she was going to reach across the table and take his hand, but the moment passed.

‘Out of the question,’ she said briskly, normal service being resumed.

‘But why?’ he asked blankly. ‘If I stay here we can talk about it and work out what to do, what to say.’

‘It’s extremely kind of you, Georgie,’ she replied, ‘and please don’t think I’m not touched because I am, but there’ll be plenty of time to have a council of war when you get back tomorrow. It’s only Mapp, after all. You and I have faced far worse crises than this, yes, and overcome them too.’

‘You say “only Mapp”,’ Georgie countered, ‘but she’s really got her teeth in this time and she’s not going to let go.’

‘I know, Georgie,’ Lucia agreed, ‘but I’m sure it’s not beyond our joint powers to deal with.’ She took a forkful of salmon and smiled mischievously.

‘As a matter of fact,’ she giggled, ‘our counter-offensive is already underway.’

‘Are you up to something?’ he enquired eagerly. ‘Do tell.’

‘I didn’t have a chance to tell you before because I didn’t want to mention anything in front of Olga,’ she said, ‘but she got poor Padre to ask me if Noël would open the fête at Tenterden in three weeks’ time.’

‘No!’ Georgie cried.

‘Yes!’ she responded enthusiastically.

‘But what on earth did you say?’ he asked desperately.

‘Fortunately,’ she explained, ‘Padre got rather flustered and asked me to open it instead, which request I of course duly accepted.’

‘But how the Dickens did that happen?’

‘Well,’ Lucia admitted coyly, ‘I did have something to do with it.’

Georgie stared at her in admiration as she gave a tinkling laugh, holding her hand in front of her mouth and gazing at him coquettishly over the top of it.

‘Well, aren’t you wonderful?’ he exclaimed in awe. ‘So her little plan has been foiled.’

‘Exactly,’ Lucia agreed.

‘But hang on a minute,’ Georgie said suddenly. ‘Mapp won’t let it go at that, will she?’

Lucia shrugged.

‘What can she do?’

‘I don’t know,’ Georgie mused, ‘but I really can’t see her just sitting back and accepting it. Why, she’ll be simply furious. Poor Padre! I wouldn’t like to be him when he has to tell Mapp that he forgot his lines.’

‘Poor Elizabeth!’ Lucia said with a sigh. ‘It must be dreadful to have such a nasty, scheming nature.’

The Padre’s ordeal in fact took place shortly after the aforementioned conversation over the lunch table at Mallards. He had successfully avoided the encounter the day before, and had sought to do so again by declining Elizabeth Mapp-Flint’s invitation to tea at Grebe on the grounds that he needed to be at the Vicarage working on his sermon for Sunday. This was to prove a mistake. A planned excursion to some far-flung part of the country might have been a better expedient, since, he having rashly divulged his location, Mrs Mapp-Flint ran him to earth later that same afternoon, applying her considerable displeasure to a pattern of door-knocking which, according to Oscar Wilde, is normally employed only by creditors and relatives.

While the Padre was still warbling ‘Mistress Mapp-Flint’ in a somewhat helpless, despairing manner, he found himself propelled backwards down the hallway, though whether by physical bulk or sheer force of personality he was unable later to remember, and came to rest on an upright chair while his redoubtable visitor subsided on to a sofa, which groaned audibly as she did so.

‘Now then, Padre,’ she began briskly, ‘what is all this nonsense about the fête?’

Reverend Bartlett’s eyes roamed desperately around the room with the air of a man with the smell of smoke in his nostrils in urgent search of an emergency exit.

‘Nonsense?’ he echoed foolishly.

‘Nonsense I said, and nonsense I mean. You know perfectly well, Padre, that you were supposed to be asking Lucia to invite Noël Coward to open the fête, not to do it herself.’

‘Aye, well, there may have been a wee thing of a misunderstanding, ye ken,’ he ventured.

‘Misunderstanding fiddlesticks!’ she snapped. ‘What you mean is she managed to twist your words to make it seem as if you had said something you hadn’t.’

‘Well, no, I’m not sure that was the way of it,’ he protested, though come to think of it Mapp’s assessment, while brutally expressed, was not altogether inaccurate.

‘Well, what “was the way of it”, then?’ she replied, falling silent and gazing at him fixedly with her head tilted to one side.

The Padre tried to find some coherent answer but failed, getting only as far as ‘Well’, repeated ruminatively every three seconds or so.

‘You see!’ Mapp said triumphantly. ‘Clearly the woman just bamboozled you some way or other. It’s so like her. Never gives a straight answer to a straight question. Duplicity, thy name is Lulu.’

‘Charity, Mistress Mapp-Flint,’ the Padre protested weakly.

‘Charity, humbug!’ cried Mapp, who had by now gone very red in the face. ‘The question is, Padre, what are you going to do about it?’

‘I? Do?’ the Padre quavered, as if these words uttered in combination filled him with dread. ‘Well, really, Mistress Mapp-Flint, I don’t see there is anything I can do. A mistake has been made, right enough, but an honest mistake, surely?’

Mapp’s eyes bulged rather alarmingly at the word ‘honest’ and she drew breath to give vent again to her indignation. Seeking to forestall her, the Padre pressed on.

‘Has’nae she written it in her diary and everything? Would’nae it be an awful wicked thing to ask her to rearrange all her schedule? But it’s no use crying over spilt milk, ye ken. Let us summon up all our fortitude to bear what we must. It may prove inconvenient, but I’m sure it’s what He would expect.’

As he mentioned ‘He’, the Padre gazed meaningfully at the crucifix on the wall.

‘Oh, how like a man,’ Mapp shouted in exasperation, so overcome by her emotions as clearly to have forgotten to whom she was speaking. ‘Weak as water. No wonder she can trample all over you. Why do none of you have any fight in you?’

These deep emotions now bubbled to the surface as a positive wellspring, generously watering Elizabeth Mapp-Flint’s second best handkerchief as she clutched it to her face, rocking backwards and forwards in her chair and repeating, ‘It’s so unfair!’ at intervals between her sobs. So lengthy did this lachrymose interlude become that the Padre had time to rise awkwardly from his chair, fetch a glass of water from the kitchen, return, place it gingerly beside his distraught lady parishioner and nervously resume his seat. Slowly, the flood subsided.

‘Are you quite recovered now, dear lady?’ he enquired solicitously. ‘Aye, nae doot you’ll be after going home to your Major Mapp-Flint.’

Of this pious hope he was, however, to be speedily disabused. Mapp raised a bleary yet steely eye from her wet, crumpled mess of a handkerchief and fixed him with the sort of piercing gaze which she generally reserved for her husband when caught in close proximity to strong liquor or attractive women, and especially when encountered in combination with each other.

‘I’m not going anywhere, Padre,’ she informed him, ‘until we have decided how you are going to sort out this mess which you have created.’

‘But my sermon …’ he protested, gesturing weakly towards his study.

Elizabeth Mapp-Flint treated this trifling objection with the contempt it deserved. ‘Fortunately,’ she said, speaking in an elaborately calm and measured fashion as if to a naughty child or a befuddled elderly relative, ‘I was able to give this matter some thought while walking here from Grebe, so at least one of us has managed to arrive at a solution.’

‘If indeed there is one,’ he interjected dubiously.

‘Oh, there is,’ she replied emphatically. ‘Now listen to me very carefully, Padre. All you have to do is to phone the Chairman of the Tenterden fête committee and explain that there has been a mix-up and that you need her to write to Lucia, saying …’

She broke off as she became aware of the Padre’s eyes revolving slowly and helplessly as he silently opened and closed his mouth.

‘On second thoughts, I will phone her,’ she said briskly. ‘Now then, Padre, who is it that we need to speak to?’

‘Her name is Mrs Campbell,’ the Padre gasped, feeling that cardiac arrest might prove both imminent and welcome, ‘but I would advise against such a course of action. Mistress Campbell can be, well … a little difficult at times.’

Mapp snorted and reached for the vicarage telephone. After a necessary preamble with directory enquiries, she asked the operator to connect her.

‘Mrs Campbell,’ she crooned in her best friendly manner, ‘so sorry to disturb you. I’m with the Reverend Bartlett here in Tilling and am calling you on his behalf as he is so busy with parish affairs. My name is Mapp-Flint. I believe we met at the Coronation dinner in Hastings – such a sad business, I always thought, the abdication.’

There was a pause while Mrs Campbell crackled politely at the other end of the line.

‘No, the lady with an MBE pinned to her dress was my dear friend Susan Wyse.’

Further crackles.

‘No,’ Mapp said again, but this time with her smile becoming wider and more fixed, ‘the exquisitely dressed lady was my equally dear friend Mrs Pillson. Actually, it is her that we need to talk to you about, the Padre and I.’

This obviously struck a chord.

‘Yes, that’s right, the lady who is such very close friends with Noël Coward.’

Further telephone noise.

‘Well, actually I’m afraid there’s been a bit of a mix-up. Poor Padre is growing a little vague these days, I’m afraid, and he seems accidentally to have given Mrs Pillson the impression that you wanted her to open the fête.’

Anguished squawks.

‘Yes indeed, why would you want her? The very question I posed to the Padre, the dear forgetful man. Old friends though we are, I really cannot think of any reason why anyone would want ordinary old Lulu to open a fête, particularly so grand a one as you have in Tenterden.’

Approval, followed by what sounded awfully like anxiety.

‘Well, I do have a suggestion to make, Mrs Campbell. I put it forward very diffidently, mind, as after all your fête is none of my business.’

Mrs Mapp-Flint was at this point encouraged specifically to advance her suggestion.

‘I am sure we would all agree,’ Mapp cooed, her voice becoming if possible even more sugary, ‘that the important thing is to spare Padre’s blushes. Poor man, he’s so embarrassed by the knowledge that he has messed things up that he doesn’t know where to put himself. Sorry? Oh, just anno domini, I’m afraid, but then we’re none of us getting any younger, are we?’

The Padre gaped indignantly at being discussed in this way. To rub salt into the wound, he was sensitive about his age and was nursing not one but two secrets. The first was that he had just received the long-dreaded letter from the Bishop congratulating him on his coming retirement. The second, though this was not at all as secret as he imagined, was that he had started to become genuinely forgetful over the course of the last year or two.

‘My idea? Well, why not simply write to Mrs Pillson, explain that Reverend Bartlett got things mixed up, and that he was really intending to ask her to invite her friend Mr Coward down to open the fête, and that in deference to his feelings you would suggest sorting the matter out directly between the two of you without involving him further.’

Delighted parrot noises ensued, leading to the Padre rather sourly imagining Mrs Campbell jumping up and down on a perch and flapping her wings excitedly.

‘Not at all, Mrs Campbell, only too glad to be able to be of assistance. What was that? Why yes, of course I’ll tell him.’

‘Mrs Campbell sends her regards,’ she said unnecessarily as she put the phone down.

‘There, it’s all sorted,’ she trumpeted with every appearance of satisfaction at a job well done. ‘Not that difficult really, Padre. Just needed a little resolve, that’s all.’

‘But Mrs Pillson …?’ gasped the Padre, appalled by the prospect of Lucia’s reaction to the letter which he now knew must inevitably follow.

‘As for Mrs Pillson,’ replied Mapp grimly, ‘Her High and Mightiness is going to have to learn that she is not destined always to get things her own way.’

‘Oh,’ said Olga as Georgie came into her dressing room at Covent Garden, ‘you’re here then?’

‘Funny,’ he replied, ‘that’s exactly what Lucia said at lunchtime.’

‘It really is very bad of you, Georgie,’ she scolded him. ‘You know what I said. Lucia needs your support right now. Things are very difficult for her.’

‘No, everything’s all right now,’ he said, as he sat down and placed a bouquet of flowers on the table. ‘She told me all about it at lunch and then insisted that I should come up to town as planned.’

‘Really?’ asked Olga, clearly unconvinced. ‘Well, tell me, then.’

‘There’s been a new development,’ he explained. ‘Apparently Mapp got the Padre to volunteer Noël to open a fête over in Tenterden. He presumably told the committee in good faith that Lucia and Noël were friends, because Mapp told him they were and he simply passed it on.’

‘No!’ Olga cried in fine Tilling style. ‘The nerve of the woman!’

‘Ah, but you haven’t heard the best bit yet,’ Georgie said contentedly. ‘Of course it was the Padre who was then tasked with asking Lucia to ask Noël, and either he made a dog’s breakfast of it or Lucia somehow managed to twist his words and pretend to misunderstand – I suspect the latter, of course – but he ended up agreeing that she should open the fête herself.’

‘And even better,’ she added after they had finished laughing, ‘is the thought of the Padre then having to break the happy news to Mapp.’

‘Yes, isn’t it?’ Georgie agreed. ‘I wonder if she got that look on her face, you know – when she is really angry about something and her cheeks go red and her eyes bulge?’ He attempted to imitate the look with some success, which set them both laughing once again.

‘So there you are,’ Georgie said, wiping his eyes and tucking his handkerchief back into the sleeve of his evening shirt, ‘everything’s nice again. Oh, I am so glad that it’s all worked out, Olga, I have been dying to hear you in Siegfried again.’

‘Um, that could be a bit tricky actually,’ she said awkwardly. ‘You see, David Webster has the royal box tonight and because I assumed you weren’t coming I didn’t try to get you a ticket.’

‘Of course, I see,’ said Georgie as casually as he could manage. ‘Well, don’t worry about it. I can go home and then come back and meet you for dinner afterwards.’

‘Oh, rats!’ exclaimed Olga in extreme irritation. ‘There must be a way.’

Georgie waited expectantly.

‘Perhaps we could persuade one of the St John’s Ambulance people to change clothes with you?’ Olga suggested. ‘They’re never actually needed to do anything, you know, and they have little jump seats at the back of the orchestra stalls.’

‘Don’t people ever have heart attacks at Covent Garden, then?’ Georgie asked, intrigued.

‘Oh yes, but their private Harley Street quack usually turns out to be sitting behind them. Somebody got a nose bleed in the dress rehearsal of Götterdämmerung a couple of weeks ago and when the conductor stopped the music and asked if there was a doctor in the house half the dress circle stood up.’

‘Oh, well,’ Georgie said, much intrigued by the possibility, ‘tell me, what colour is the uniform exactly?’

At this stage there was a knock on the door. They both glanced at the clock. It was still too early for First Call.

‘Come in!’ Olga called, whereupon a tall, elegant man in exquisitely fitting evening dress entered the room.

‘Olga, my darling,’ he said in a slight Scottish accent, kissing her hand. ‘I just came to wish you the very best for this evening. Oh, I’m so sorry, I didn’t realise that you had company. I see that I’m intruding.’

‘You’re not intruding at all, David,’ Olga reassured him. ‘This is my very dear friend Georgie Pillson. In fact, you have met before at one of your supper parties. Georgie is a great patron of the arts. Why, he gives lots and lots of money to all sorts of charities, don’t you, Georgie?’

Georgie looked rather startled, as well he might. The only charitable contribution he could remember making was buying a flag on lifeboat day.

‘Georgie, you must remember David Webster. He runs the Covent Garden Opera Company.’

They shook hands, Georgie looking enviously at the cut of the visitor’s tails. He was strongly tempted to ask for an introduction to his tailor.

‘Of course I remember,’ Georgie lied. ‘Mr Webster, a pleasure to see you again.’

‘My dear Pillson,’ Webster said languidly. ‘Likewise.’

‘Gosh, David,’ Olga cried suddenly. ‘You may be the answer to a maiden’s prayer.’

‘I’m sure that sounds delightful,’ he said warily, ‘but in which way exactly?’

‘I thought Georgie wasn’t coming – all my fault, I made a mess of things like a first-class chump – so I didn’t get him a ticket. Can you help? We’re desperate. We even thought of disguising him as a St John’s Ambulance volunteer.’

‘Desperation indeed,’ Webster replied. ‘I cannot recommend it, though. For one thing it is probably illegal. For another, the uniform is most unbecoming.’

‘Oh, is it really?’ Georgie asked, quite crestfallen.

‘I fear so, my dear sir. Positively lumpen in fact. Personally I find that I much prefer naval uniform.’

‘Oh, so do I,’ Georgie said eagerly, thinking of his treasured yachting cap.

‘Why,’ he went on, blushing slightly, ‘I sometimes wear it myself – but only in appropriate circumstances, naturally.’

‘Do you really?’ Webster asked, gazing at him with a whole new interest. ‘Olga, there will be no need for subterfuge of any kind. I would be delighted to invite Mr Pillson to be my guest in the royal box.’

‘Oh, thank you, David, that’s wonderful.’

‘Not at all,’ Webster said as he turned to leave. ‘Well, I will see you later, Pillson. I trust you will enjoy the company. One of my other guests is John Gielgud. It will be my pleasure to introduce you.’

‘Oh, but I know him already,’ Georgie said at once. ‘Why, we had dinner the other night with him and Noël Coward.’

Webster turned at the door and looked hard at him again. A final thought seemed to strike him.

‘And perhaps I could mention, strictly en passant of course, that the Covent Garden Opera Company is itself a charity?’


Chapter 8

Olga and Georgie were taking a late breakfast together when the telephone rang. Shortly afterwards Celine entered the room and said, ‘Your wife, m’sieu.’ Celine, being French, had taken the idea of a married man frequently staying the night with her mistress in her stride, and while she recognised, with some regret, that the arrangement was entirely innocent, she still felt that the situation had a certain panache about it.

Georgie excused himself and went into the hall.

‘Hello, Lucia,’ he said with the slightly husky voice of one who has stayed up too late the night before and smoked too many cigarettes. ‘Any news?’

‘Yes,’ came the mournful reply, ‘and none of it good. I have just received a letter – delivered by chauffeur from Tenterden.’ Lucia’s tone of voice conveyed some surprise that anyone in Tenterden should run to a chauffeur.

‘Oh yes?’ Georgie said warily.

‘It’s from some wretched woman who claims to be the Lady Chairman of the fête committee there. She says the Padre has gone doolally, if you please, and meant to ask me to invite Noël Coward to open the fête. I can’t decide which I abhor more: her suggesting that the Padre is no longer compos mentis, or her believing that she can come crashing in and overturn arrangements which have already been made.’

‘Well,’ Georgie interjected diffidently. ‘I suppose it is her fête, after all.’

‘It really is too much,’ Lucia continued, ignoring his proffered comment completely. ‘I shall reply saying that I am in no doubt as to the Padre’s mental capacity, that I am much offended by having my invitation withdrawn so summarily, and suggest that courtesy and politeness are clearly on the wane in less civilised parts of the world than Tilling.’

‘No, don’t do that,’ Georgie advised at once.

‘And why not, pray?’ Lucia enquired coldly.

Georgie thought quickly.

‘Well, for one thing, we all know who’s behind this.’

‘Mapp, of course, though quite how she managed it I can’t imagine.’

‘No matter how she did it,’ said Georgie briskly. ‘Mapp it must be for sure, and that’s almost certainly the reaction she is hoping for. For another, this woman in Tenterden is equally certainly expecting a speedy response – she must be if she went to the trouble of sending the letter by chauffeur rather than putting it in the post – so why not do what she doesn’t want, rather than what she does?’

There was a noise of grudging approval from the Tilling end of the line.

‘Anyway,’ Georgie pressed on, ‘I’m planning to come back this evening in time for dinner, so why not wait and discuss it then? That way we can both have a jolly good think in the meantime.’

‘All white, Georgie,’ Lucia said, lapsing into baby talk, ‘oo ’ave little fink.’

‘Oh, I will,’ he assured her fervently.

He hung up in the knowledge that his breakfast had now been quite spoiled and when he went back into the room it was all he could do to force himself to take another helping of scrambled egg.

‘What’s wrong?’ Olga said at once, seeing perturbation in his face.

‘Oh, it’s that blister Mapp again,’ he said in great irritation. ‘She really is the limit!’

‘Tell me,’ she commanded, pouring herself another cup of black coffee.

‘Somehow, don’t ask me how, she seems to have been in contact with the fête committee in Tenterden, got Lucia’s invitation revoked and Noël’s reinstated. So now we’re back where we started, only probably rather worse.’

‘But how can they withdraw the invitation?’ Olga asked. ‘Surely the Padre had the committee’s authority to make it, and Lucia accepted.’

Georgie struggled for words to express his indignation.

‘I can’t quite believe that even Mapp would stoop so low,’ he got out at last, ‘but she has apparently spread the story that the Padre is in the grip of senile dementia and didn’t know what he was doing or saying at the time.’

‘No!’ exclaimed Olga.

‘Yes she jolly well has, or so Lucia says. I haven’t seen the letter for myself of course. But it sounds like Mapp. I suppose she thought it was the only way she could get round what had already been agreed.’

‘And I suppose it is, too,’ Olga reluctantly agreed. ‘Poor Padre! Such a nice man.’

‘Poor Padre indeed,’ Georgie concurred.

As he raised a forkful of scrambled egg to his mouth, he noticed that his hands were trembling. Olga noticed it too, and briefly leaned across the table and squeezed his hand.

‘Poor darling,’ she murmured.

‘Oh,’ Georgie said, suddenly feeling butterflies in his stomach, ‘it’s all so tarsome.’

They gazed at each other for what felt like a very long moment, one of those moments when you both know what it is that each of you would like to say but never will. Then Olga withdrew her hand from where it had been resting gently on his.

‘Well,’ she said briskly, ‘that settles it. I’m off to see Noël and tell him to buck his ideas up a bit and get himself down to Tilling.’

‘I wonder …’ Georgie pondered.

‘What?’

‘It’s just –’ he got no further.

‘The fête!’ she cried. ‘Oh, Georgie, aren’t you brilliant? Of course, that’s it! Mapp will be sitting there smugly, confident that Lucia has got herself into a frightful mess, and then who should turn up to open the fête but Noël himself!’

‘Hang on,’ Georgie enjoined, though he was of course enjoying being the object of adulation, ‘that doesn’t work, does it?’

‘What do you mean?’ Olga demanded.

‘Well, Lucia would have to write back saying yes, Noël can open the fête, and then Mapp would know all about it, and surely she would know that even in her most desperate moment Lucia wouldn’t do anything as silly as promising faithfully to deliver Noël Coward when she knows that she can’t.’

‘Gosh yes, you’re right, you blighter,’ Olga moaned, sinking her head theatrically into her hands.

‘Never mind,’ Georgie sought to comfort her, ‘it was very nearly a jolly good plan.’

‘And could be still,’ she said, looking up suddenly, her eyes gleaming. ‘I think I’ve got it.’

Georgie raised his eyebrows invitingly.

‘Lucia writes to this committee woman saying that Noël would be delighted to open the damned fête but that he lives in mortal fear of being mobbed by fans and reporters and so must impose total secrecy as a condition of his acceptance. The committee must simply announce that a mystery celebrity will do the honours and nobody except the woman herself will be allowed to know his or her true identity, not even –’

‘Not even dear, sweet Mrs Mapp-Flint,’ Georgie finished for her. ‘Brilliant!’

‘Of course,’ Olga went on, getting up from the table, ‘Lucia must know nothing of any of this until we are sure we’ve got Noël nailed down. I’ll telephone you at Mallards this evening, in any event.’

‘Oh, you are wonderful,’ Georgie said admiringly.

*   *   *

‘Any news?’ Diva enquired hopefully as she encountered Major and Mrs Benjamin Mapp-Flint in the High Street.

‘There certainly is,’ Mapp replied sweetly. ‘Dear Lulu has been told by the committee that the invitation to open the fête over in Tenterden was extended to her in error, and that the real intention had been to ask her to invite her friend Noël Coward.’ She settled her shopping basket on her arm in a combative manner and added, ‘As well she knew, of course,’ as an afterthought.

‘Don’t understand,’ Diva replied, rather unnecessarily as she already looked completely blank. ‘The Padre told us it was all settled and that Lucia was going to do it.’

‘Ah yes, the Padre,’ Mapp said, tapping the side of her nose meaningfully. Irritatingly, whatever meaning it was that she thought was adequately conveyed by such a gesture entirely failed to register with Godiva Plaistow, who still gazed at her, blank and uncomprehending.

‘Oh, come on, Diva,’ Mapp swept on, ‘haven’t you noticed how forgetful the man has become recently, how he sometimes tells you a story, forgetting that he already told it to you the week before?’

Diva switched her puzzled gaze instantly to Major Benjy, who had been exhibiting exactly this characteristic for the last twenty years. Catching her drift, he said ‘Ah’, and stroked his moustache defensively.

Suddenly the gears, which had been freewheeling within Diva’s mind, meshed and engaged with each other.

‘But he’d only just been in to see her when he ran into us,’ she protested. ‘Surely he couldn’t have forgotten something that quickly? And anyway, he told us that she had accepted, so he hadn’t forgotten, had he?’

She tailed off as fresh clouds of confusion began to swirl around her.

Mapp sighed in exasperation.

‘It turns out,’ she explained, lowering her voice to a stage whisper, leaning towards Diva and casting a meaningful glance in the direction of the church, ‘that the Padre has become a little, well, confused. You know how it is sometimes, dear, as people get older.’

Diva instantly tried to look somewhat less confused herself, and nearly succeeded.

‘You mean,’ and now it was her turn to whisper, ‘dementia?’

‘Sadly, yes. The poor man went in intending to say something particular, became a little bewildered, presumably as a result of Lucia prattling on and on about other things, and in the end she was able to persuade him that he had actually meant to say something completely different. So like her, of course.’

‘But why would she do that?’ Diva asked.

‘Because she no more knows Noël Coward than she knows the Archbishop of Canterbury,’ Mapp hissed viciously. ‘It’s all lies, just one of her stories, like speaking Italian, or finding Roman remains in the garden. She knew she couldn’t produce him, so she tricked the Padre into asking her to do it instead.’

‘No!’ Diva responded.

‘Yes!’ Mapp affirmed. ‘That’s why the Padre seemed so happy, don’t you see, when we met him in the street? He thought he’d accomplished his mission, poor man, not realising for a moment that he’d actually been tricked by Lucia.’

‘Come to think of it,’ Diva said thoughtfully, ‘he did seem to have problems remembering what he’d just done, didn’t he?’

‘He did indeed,’ Mapp agreed enthusiastically.

‘And then he started babbling on about the church at Tenterden for no apparent reason.’

‘Quite.’

‘Oh dear,’ said Diva, looking very upset. ‘Poor Padre, how dreadful for him, and for poor Evie too, of course.’

At this point the Major said ‘Ah’ again rather uncomfortably. The Padre was a regular golf partner and surely the little woman was pitching things a trifle too strong? Sensing his thoughts, the little woman quelled them with a single gaze.

‘Dreadful for both of them, of course,’ she concurred briskly. ‘Though you may find that he is not among us for much longer,’ she added, taking a wild stab in the dark.

‘No!’ ejaculated Diva in horror. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, it’s difficult to imagine him being able to carry on for much longer, isn’t it? Imagine if he forgot the Lord’s Prayer halfway through, or something like that?’

The Major now said ‘Ah’ in a more determined fashion, and simultaneously Quaint Irene hove into view, shopping basket swinging nonchalantly and pipe in mouth. Since Mapp had no wish to be called an evil old witch, nor any of Irene Coles’s choicer epithets, she said a hasty ‘Au reservoir’ and left Diva open-mouthed at this latest news.

As she and the Major reached the end of the street, Elizabeth Mapp-Flint looked back and saw with deep satisfaction that Diva was now deeply engrossed in conversation not just with Irene but also with the Wyses. Filled with the contentment of a job well done, she clutched her husband’s arm more firmly and pressed on with a new spring in her step.

The late afternoon brought Georgie back to Tilling courtesy of the Southern Railway, and the evening brought the promised phone call from Olga, but little joy.

‘I can’t get him to commit to coming,’ she reported. ‘He says that he’d like to, of course, but then goes all coy when I try to pin him down.’

‘Bother!’ Georgie said in exasperation. ‘How very tarsome.’

There was a silence at the other end. Each could feel the other’s disappointment.

‘There’s something else,’ Olga informed him mournfully.

‘And from the tone of your voice I’m not going to like it,’ Georgie lamented.

‘Well, you may as well know that I managed to have tea with Norman Brook, as promised, and put the idea of Lucia’s damery thing to him as gently as I could. He said he’d ask around to see if the name meant anything to anyone. He’s just rung back.’

‘Go on, I’m listening.’

‘No go, I’m afraid,’ she said flatly. ‘Apparently there are some people with long memories who remember how she tried to take London society by storm and ruffled quite a few feather in the process. Some of them are now in very senior positions – the Lord Chamberlain for one.’

‘Well, really!’ Georgie protested. ‘That was all years ago.’

‘There’s more. She’s apparently been writing to both the Palace and Downing Street for years trying to arrange a state visit to Tilling by the King.’

‘Which king?’ Georgie asked rather helplessly. This was the first he had heard of such correspondence, though it bore all the hallmarks of one of Lucia’s grand schemes.

‘All three. She’s still at it apparently, and Norman says that some of her recent letters have been quite sharply worded. You know how she gets when she has her heart set on something and then gets thwarted.’

‘I knew nothing about any of this,’ Georgie said sadly. ‘Though I do remember something about a train.’

‘Ah yes, there’s that as well. She spent ages pestering the directors of the Southern Railway to arrange an express to Tilling once a day. They pointed out that there was already the fish wagon, which takes the catch up to Billingsgate in the morning, and she wasn’t amused. She wrote to the Prime Minister about that too, apparently. It was Baldwin back then, of course, but they’ve still got everything on file, and one of the civil servants at Downing Street remembers it all very well.’

‘Oh, how dreadful,’ Georgie remarked. ‘I was hoping that there might be at least something I could tell her that would cheer her up. I suppose I’d better break the sad tidings over sherry.’

‘No! Don’t do that yet,’ Olga adjured him.

‘You mean about Noël, or the title?’

‘Both,’ she said decidedly. ‘I’m going to spend another day rooting around up here in town just to make sure there’s nothing that can be done on either front. Then I’ll come down and we’ll tell her together, if you like.’

‘Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof,’ Georgie intoned ruefully.

‘Something like that, yes. Cheerio.’

Dinner that evening was a rather sombre affair. Georgie tried hard to make idle small talk about his night at the opera, but he could sense that Lucia’s mind was elsewhere. ‘Oh, I’m so sorry for you,’ he ventured at last after she had rung for the desert plates to be taken away. ‘Are you very wretched?’

‘Yes, I am rather,’ she replied with a sad little smile as they got up from the table.

‘That awful woman,’ he said. ‘I could cheerfully strangle her.’

‘Thank you, Georgie,’ Lucia responded with a little of her old warmth, ‘but I fear we cannot rely on such a dramatic outcome.’

‘Oh, I don’t know. Perhaps Major Benjy will strangle her for us the next time she starts sounding off at him.’

‘Hardly very likely, caro mio,’ she said. ‘I think by now he is almost certainly immune to her charms.’

They both cast a glance in passing at the piano, but neither felt in the mood for music.

‘How about a game of cut-throat?’ Georgie suggested. ‘Don’t forget, you still owe me one and six from last time.’

Lucia considered this proposition for a moment and then pronounced herself content with it. Anxious to do things properly, Georgie pulled the card table out into the middle of the room in front of the fireplace and they sat down and busied themselves with shuffling and dealing.

‘Do you know, I heard the most interesting thing at the opera,’ Georgie suddenly said as he looked at his hand. ‘There is a new form of bridge that’s come over from America. Apparently it’s all the rage over there. I was wondering if we should try it out here in Tilling.’

‘Different how, pray?’ Lucia asked, looking over her glasses. ‘Fourteen cards instead of thirteen, perhaps?’

‘No, silly,’ Georgie chuckled, ‘how could that be? Fourteen doesn’t divide into fifty-two.’

‘Well, I’m sure I don’t know then. Georgie,’ Lucia replied, a little sharply. ‘Perhaps you play it while dressed in bathing suits, or in sixes instead of fours or something.’

‘No, it’s nothing like that,’ he said absently as he gazed at his hand. ‘Two hearts, by the way.’

‘Two spades.’

‘Oh bother, how tarsome, I was hoping you wouldn’t do that. Oh, very well then, three hearts.’

‘Three spades,’ came the immediate response, for Lucia was as rarely to be outbid at cut-throat as in most forms of social manoeuvring.

‘Oh, how very tarsome. All right, pass.’

‘So tell me about it while I play, Georgie. What’s so special about it?’

‘Well, as you know, with contract bridge you sit down in two pairs, deal a hand, play it, score it, then shuffle the cards and play another hand.’

‘I am familiar with the general principles,’ Lucia reminded him, while pulling off an outrageous double finesse.

‘Yes, quite, well the important thing is that each hand is only played once.’

‘Naturally, Georgie,’ she commented, crossing to the table for her final trick. ‘How could it be otherwise?’

‘Ah, but that’s just the point, you see,’ he said. ‘In Duplicate Bridge – that’s what it’s called by the way – each hand is played several times. In fact each pair plays every hand. Then you score not on how well you did on the hand, but on how well you did relative to everyone else.’

‘I don’t understand. How can everyone play each hand, and how can you score except counting up the points you make?’

‘As to the first,’ Georgie said authoritatively, ‘for each hand you keep the cards together in a wallet or something, and there are special movements that you can use which show you how the different pairs and hands move around the room so that at the end it all works out. They’re like dance steps really. I think you can buy a book of them.’

‘I see,’ she mused. ‘Choreographed bridge. It sounds positively ghastly.’

‘As to the second,’ Georgie went on, rather nettled, ‘I’m not sure exactly, but say you make two hearts plus one while everyone just makes two hearts, you get all the points, well, most of them anyway.’

‘And nobody else gets any?’

‘Well, that’s the bit I’m not sure about,’ he admitted. ‘Something like that, though.’

‘I have heard of this game,’ she said. ‘Brabazon Lodge described it to me. He’s a very keen player actually – he knows Ely Culbertson and sometimes plays with him.’

‘Does he really?’ marvelled Georgie.

‘But I don’t see how it would work in Tilling, Georgie. The way Brabazon described it to me it’s usually played in great big rooms with fifty or sixty pairs.’

He considered this for a moment, and then had a brainwave.

‘You could always mount a bridge tournament right here in Tilling,’ he suggested innocently. ‘You could do it in the town hall, or a function room in one of the hotels. Just think – one of the very first Duplicate Bridge tournaments in England, right here in Tilling. Why, that would really put us on the map, wouldn’t it?’

Lucia looked momentarily very interested indeed in the idea, and then affected not to be.

‘It may merit further consideration,’ she conceded. ‘Of course, I’m no longer Mayor, so I can’t speak for the town council.’

‘Oh dear, what a shame,’ Georgie said, playing along with her. ‘Well, that’s no good then.’

‘I wouldn’t say that necessarily, Georgie,’ she replied, reaching for her famous notebook. ‘I suppose there’s nothing to stop me from putting the thing on in my private capacity.’

‘As a public benefactress of Tilling, you mean?’

‘Yes, I suppose so,’ she agreed, looking surprised at such an idea. ‘I shall have to give the matter some thought.’

She jotted something down and then put the notebook back on her desk. As she removed her pince-nez she allowed a brief smile to cross her face.

‘How you all work me so,’ she said.


Chapter 9

Olga arrived at Mallards the following afternoon; the letter from Tenterden meanwhile remained unanswered. Lucia was sitting at her desk rather moodily going through her scrapbooks and Georgie was engaged in some very intricate needlepoint, gazing fixedly at his work through his glasses from a distance of only about an inch or so. ‘Really, how old we are all becoming,’ Olga reflected, and then banished the thought with distaste. Its occurrence could perhaps be ascribed to the time of day, which was just advanced enough to be able to yearn for one’s first cocktail, but not sufficiently so to be able decently to ask for it.

‘Olga, how nice,’ said Lucia, rather unenthusiastically.

Georgie was sufficiently overcome by Olga’s arrival to remove his thimble and put away the doily which he was embroidering.

‘If you please, mum,’ announced Foljambe, who had followed the visitor into the room, ‘there was a telephone call from your maid. A Mr Norman Brook wondered if you could call him at your convenience.’

‘Oh, yes, thank you, Foljambe.’

‘Norman Brook?’ Lucia asked, pricking up her ears. ‘The Norman Brook – the Cabinet Secretary?’

How typical, Georgie thought, that Lucia should know the name of the Cabinet Secretary, and so lovable too.

‘Yes,’ Olga replied a little awkwardly. ‘Oh hell, I was going to talk to you about it all, Lucia, but perhaps I’d better just call him first.’

‘Pray do, dear,’ Lucia concurred. ‘You know where the phone is.’

While she was out of the room, Lucia gave a profound sigh and took out her writing paper. She gazed at it irresolutely for a while and then put it back in the desk drawer. In the meantime Georgie slipped his thimble back on and attacked the doily again. He was working a double alternating nobuko stitch into the design, and was anxious that the rows should be quite even.

By the time Olga came back into the room he had just finished and was putting his materials away with a sigh that was much more contented than the one recently uttered by his wife.

Olga crossed to the chesterfield and sat down. Lucia looked at her enquiringly. It was the first telephone call to the cabinet office in the long history of Mallards and she was anxious to know the outcome, without of course wishing to pry.

‘Bit of a turn up for the books,’ Olga informed the room cryptically.

Had Elizabeth Mapp-Flint been present, she would doubtless have said, ‘Dear one, thou speakest in riddles.’ To display her infinitely better breeding, Lucia merely arched an eyebrow and waited for Olga to elucidate.

‘I should start at the beginning, I suppose,’ Olga went on, ‘so I’d better give you the bad news first. Your damery’s a non-starter, I’m afraid. I’m sorry, Lucia, I know you had your heart set on it.’

‘Was any reason given, perchance?’ Lucia enquired glacially.

Various emotions flitted across Olga’s face as she wondered what to say.

‘Everyone was truly appreciative of everything you’ve done,’ she said tactfully, ‘but the problem is, Lucia, that although they’ve been big, wonderful things, they’ve all been local to Tilling. So while here you are rightly celebrated and famous, up in London fewer people have heard of you – of your deeds, I mean.’

Lucia looked hurt.

‘Perhaps I should have gone up to town for the season every year,’ she said rather disagreeably, ‘instead of devoting my time to improving the lives of others in this provincial little backwater.’

‘Yes,’ Olga agreed, thinking that just for a moment Lucia had sounded awfully like Elizabeth, ‘and then I’m sure everything would have been different, because you would probably have ended up entertaining Mr Chamberlain for dinner, or even the Queen before anybody had any idea that she would ever become Queen, and things would just have fallen out quite naturally for you to be honoured.’

‘But then nobody would have been able to enjoy your company and your hospitality here in Tilling,’ Georgie pointed out gently.

Lucia reflected, nodded briefly in acknowledgement and then said in a matter-of-fact sort of way, ‘So that’s that, then.’

‘Well, not quite, perhaps,’ Olga said. ‘That’s the “turn up for the books” bit.’

They both looked at her expectantly.

‘Norman said that when I mentioned the name Pillson he knew he’d heard it before, but couldn’t place it. Then it suddenly came to him, and that call was to ask if there was any connection with the man who, in his words, “made those marvellous radio broadcasts during the war”.’

‘No!’ Lucia and Georgie both said together.

‘Yes! Norman said how he’d always thought that they were wonderful for morale, showing housewives, again in his words, “how to make pies out of potato peel and stuff”.’

‘Well, really!’ Georgie protested. ‘I was rather proud of those programmes. Still, it’s nice to know that they were appreciated, I suppose.’

‘Appreciated they certainly were. Hang on, you haven’t heard the best bit yet. He says that Churchill was so impressed by them that there was talk at the end of the war of honouring the man who made them with an MBE, but then the government changed and it all got lost in the system when Attlee’s lot took over. Apparently Churchill didn’t expect to lose the election and he was out of the country at Yalta anyway, and everything ended up happening in a dreadful rush.’

‘No!’ they both said again.

‘Yes! Norman says that he’d be happy to try to right what he sees as an injustice and have the award made anyway in the next honours list, albeit a few years late.’

‘Fancy!’ Georgie exclaimed. ‘Me an MBE.’

Lucia looked troubled.

‘It is of course entirely right and proper that Georgie’s efforts for his country should be rewarded, but the MBE is a rather common award, isn’t it? After all, even Susan Wyse has one.’

Olga smiled her secret smile.

‘Somehow I thought you’d say that,’ she said, ‘so you’ll be very happy to know that at that point I had a brainwave.’

‘Go on,’ Georgie urged her.

‘I pointed out that Georgie was now a famous patron of the arts in his own right and that perhaps the injustice might best be put right by conferring a knighthood, or even a baronetcy.’

‘Then I –’ Lucia began.

‘Then you, Lucia, would be Lady Pillson. Yes, exactly, that’s why I thought of it. This way you get your title after all.’

‘But … but …’ Georgie stammered, ‘why would anyone want to give me a knighthood? Not just for those silly radio programmes, surely?’

‘Actually, that’s more or less what Norman said,’ Olga admitted. ‘But then I asked what would be the reaction if one or two major donations were made before the next honours list, to projects which were very much in the public eye.’

‘And what did he say?’ Georgie asked, agog.

‘He went quiet for a bit and then he asked if I knew he was on the Board of the Covent Garden Opera Company, and of course I said yes. Then he asked if I knew the House was in need of major renovation and of course I said yes again. I jolly well should know, I have to change in those cold, draughty changing rooms.’

‘Yes, and last week one of the stage lights fell down and nearly hit somebody,’ Georgie chipped in.

‘Exactly. Well, anyway, then he said that the House needed a very expensive renovation and that in these times of austerity it would be very hard to have that done at public expense, and with a Labour Government which sees opera, God bless them, as elitist, probably impossible.’

‘I see,’ said Lucia thoughtfully.

‘I thought you would,’ Olga said happily. ‘And listen to this. I asked what the Prime Minister’s position was on this and Norman said that he would very much like the renovation to go ahead, but cannot be seen publicly to support it. I asked what his reaction might be if some private philanthropist came forward and dished up the spondoolicks. He said he was sure he would be very grateful.’

‘Well, I know it sounds very ungracious of me, dear, after all your efforts, but it still seems a little hard that all my works should count for naught, as it were. It would have been nice to have had some recognition personally – in my own name, I mean.’

Now it was Georgie’s turn to have a brainwave.

‘But it wouldn’t be in your own name really, would it, Lucia?’

‘Whatever do you mean, Georgie?’ she asked.

Olga too looked at him blankly and he savoured the moment before displaying his superior brainpower.

‘Well, you wouldn’t be Dame Lucia, would you, you’d be Dame Emmeline? You’d have to use your proper name, you know.’

There was a pause while Lucia digested this unwelcome news. Even before Tilling, back in Riseholme, she had never once asked anyone to call her Emmeline, and with good reason. She disliked the name intensely.

‘I am sure,’ she said grandly, ‘that custom would be allowed to prevail.’

‘Oh no,’ said Georgie firmly. ‘You can’t start messing around with titles. They’re issued under letters patent or something, signed by the King himself. If he says you’re Dame Emmeline then Dame Emmeline you are, and you jolly well just have to get on with it.’

There was a further pause.

‘Perhaps you’re right, caro mio,’ she said grudgingly, affecting unconcern as the idea of being Dame Lucia disappeared into one of the might-have-been parallel universes of history.

Her hand strayed across the top of her desk and, as if unconsciously registering the temporary lack of writing paper there, her mind returned to its more immediate source of perturbation.

‘I don’t suppose, by any chance, Olga dear, that you might be able to prevail on Noël Coward to come and open this wretched fête?’ she asked idly.

‘Oh gosh, I’m sorry, Lucia,’ Olga replied uncomfortably. ‘As a matter of fact I have been trying, because I’d love to help, but his diary is very full at the moment as he’s on stage in the West End most nights.’

‘Of course,’ Lucia said graciously, ‘I quite understand. Well, I am very grateful to you for trying, anyway; it was very thoughtful of you.’

They all gazed mournfully at each other, and then at the ceiling, and then at the floor. Lucia sighed heavily.

‘I suppose it was too much to expect Olga to pull two rabbits out of the hat,’ she said, with a feeble attempt at humour.

‘Of course,’ Olga suggested rather wretchedly, ‘it would be quite correct to say that Noël has declined the invitation, because I have actually asked him, even if you haven’t.’

‘Yes, I know,’ Georgie averred, ‘but that still won’t stop Mapp from giving out –’

‘Yes, thank you, Georgie,’ Lucia cut in sharply. ‘The situation is quite clear, I think.’

She once again got out her writing paper and paused for thought.

‘Oh well,’ she concluded, ‘I shall simply express surprise that what was a very clear invitation to me personally has been rescinded, and convey my regrets that Mr Coward will be unavailable. Cadman can take it round in the Rolls.’

*   *   *

‘Any news?’ enquired Susan Wyse the next morning.

‘There certainly is,’ Elizabeth Mapp-Flint said with a steely glint in her eye. ‘Lucia has been exposed.’

‘No!’ Susan replied, with an accompaniment sotto voce from Mr Wyse.

‘Yes!’ Mapp responded. ‘You know that she’s been pretending to know Noël Coward? Well, thanks to the Padre’s good offices she was asked to invite him to open this year’s fête over at Tenterden – you know, the big one that everyone goes to for miles around.’

‘Oh, that would be fun,’ Susan said. ‘I do so like him.’

‘Not coming,’ Mapp announced, clutching her shopping basket in a very determined fashion indeed. ‘She can’t produce him! Sent some cock and bull story about how she’d asked him and he couldn’t make it.’

Major Benjy gave his wife a quick harrumph of support.

‘What a shame,’ Susan said. ‘Still, I suppose it’s only to be expected. After all, I’m sure he has a busy schedule and it’s a long way to come down from London just to open a fête.’

At this point Diva Plaistow joined the party, and was quickly apprised of the new development, Elizabeth maintaining, with even more heat this time, that Lucia’s claimed show business acquaintances were in fact entirely bogus.

At this Mr Wyse wrinkled his nose delicately.

‘Of course, it may all be entirely bona fide,’ he ventured mildly.

‘What do you mean, old man?’ Major Benjy replied, fixing him with a somewhat menacing stare. ‘Surely it’s just as the wife said. Mrs Pillson has overstretched herself and been caught out.’

‘Such a view might certainly be consistent with the facts,’ Mr Wyse persisted with a disarming smile, ‘but so might another. Might it not be the case that Mrs Pillson does indeed know Mr Coward, that she has asked him to come down from London but that he is unable to accommodate that date in his diary? Exactly as Mrs Pillson says, in fact?’

‘But you saw –’ Mapp began with vigour, but then broke off. Mr Wyse was staring at her vacantly. He raised his eyebrows and there was a definite hint of admonishment about the way in which he did so. Suddenly Mapp thought that it may not be politic to pursue the matter of the letter she had previously flourished at him.

Susan glanced first at her husband and then at Elizabeth. It seemed clear that she at least had been privy to Mr Wyse’s thoughts on the matter.

Mapp tried again.

‘Dear Mr Wyse, always trying to see the best in everyone,’ she said sweetly. ‘But I am afraid your good nature is getting the better of you. Lucia no more knows Noël Coward than I do.’

‘Certainly seems to point that way,’ Diva contributed sadly.

Major Benjy harrumphed afresh.

‘But there remains, as always,’ Mr Wyse added sagely, ‘a germ of doubt.’

There was something about this, as there so often was about Mr Wyse’s utterances, which induced the others to fall silent and nod thoughtfully for fear of their intelligence being called into question. Mr and Mrs Wyse took advantage of this pause to say ‘Au reservoir’ and continue about their shopping.

Elizabeth watched them go with the air of an Ottoman commander who was just about to launch a final, desperate wave of attacks on the tottering ramparts of a Byzantine city only for his men to look at their watches and announce that it was time for a tea break.

The following day found the same issues being discussed by different people in a different location: the Padre and Mrs Campbell in the latter’s living room in Tenterden, to which the Reverend Bartlett had been fetched by a Rolls-Royce every bit as splendid as the Wyses’, though perhaps not quite so magnificent as Lucia’s.

‘A most unfortunate turn of events, vicar,’ Mrs Campbell said disagreeably.

The Padre sighed, and wondered just how he had so severely disappointed the Almighty that He should have surrounded him with harpies in place of the kindly, domesticated housewives whom surely any self-respecting Anglican clergyman had a right to expect.

‘Well, the wee mannie is busy, nae doot,’ he ventured. ‘If you think about it, it’s perhaps a wee thing cheeky for us even to ask him in the first place.’

He raised his tea cup in a vain attempt to hide behind it.

‘If we had asked him, then perhaps it would,’ Mrs Campbell intoned, as if explaining something very simple to a backward child.

‘Come to think of it,’ thought the Padre, ‘she sounds awfully like Mistress Mapp-Flint.’

‘But we didn’t,’ his present tormentor went on with heavy emphasis. ‘The whole point of asking Mrs Pillson to issue the invitation was that she does know him.’

‘Aye, well,’ the Padre temporised, ‘I’m sure Mistress Pillson did her best, ye ken.’

‘All very well,’ Mrs Campbell retorted, ‘but now I’m left with nobody to open the thing.’

If she was expecting a reply, none was proffered, partly because the Padre thought her remark self-evidently rhetorical, and partly because he was wondering why she was referring to herself in the first person singular when she was surely but one member of a committee. Presumably heavy-handed attempts at social dominance were not confined to Tilling. He gave a little shudder and sank deeper into his armchair.

She rose and started pacing the carpet.

‘It really is too bad,’ she exclaimed. ‘Why, I can’t possibly have that grubby little man from the radio again.’

‘Why, was he no’ satisfactory?’ the Padre queried.

Mrs Campbell snorted.

‘You might say that,’ she replied. ‘You might indeed say that. All I was told was that he was “a star of stage, screen and radio” or something like that. Turned out he was a ventriloquist, if you please!’

‘And did he bring …?’ began the Padre, deeply intrigued.

‘His dummy? Oh, yes. Quite a conversation they had.’

‘Well, surely that was entertaining for the folks?’ he asked.

‘It would have been if you hadn’t been able to see his lips moving,’ she responded curtly.

‘Weel,’ the Padre said in a sudden flash of inner wisdom, ‘would nae that be the main advantage of being a ventriloquist on the radio?’

Mrs Campbell treated this contribution with the contempt it deserved. Ceasing punishing the carpet with her sensible shoes, she strode to the table, picked up a ginger biscuit and broke it savagely in two. The Padre winced.

‘Well, vicar,’ she remonstrated with him as she sat down, pressing her sensible knees firmly together, ‘what are we going to do?’

He noticed that now she was seeking to apportion tasks for action, she had lapsed into the first person plural.

The Padre was to prove pitifully barren of ideas.

‘I suppose there’s always yon Mistress Pillson after all,’ he suggested.

Mrs Campbell made a noise that sounded a lot like ‘Tcha!’

‘Well, she opens the Tilling fête most years, ye ken,’ he persisted, ‘so it’s no’ as though she lacks experience.’

She looked at him with what could have been sorrow, but felt awfully like contempt.

‘I’m sure it’s very kind of you to rally round, vicar, when our own man is indisposed, but this is Tenterden, not Tilling. Why, the Kent Messenger will be there. We cannot have a complete nobody officiating. It needs to be someone with, well, a certain profile, shall I say? A certain status.’

She sat back with a sigh, confident that this point had finally been understood. Unexpectedly, though, her interlocutor emerged gamely from his corner to fight another round.

‘But would you no’ say that Mrs Pillson satisfies those criteria?’ he asked doggedly.

‘Oh, vicar, I’ve never heard of her,’ Mrs Campbell wailed. ‘Who is she? She’s nobody. That Mrs Mapp-Flint told me so on the phone.’

‘Ah, weel,’ the Padre said, digesting this news, ‘you have to be a wee thing careful noo and again about what Mistress Mapp-Flint says, ye ken.’

He struggled to find a tactful way of expressing his views.

‘Why?’ Mrs Campbell prompted him.

He turned and set his cup down on the side-table to buy himself a few more precious seconds. Fortunately, as he did so inspiration struck.

‘Passing years, ye ken,’ he explained smoothly. ‘The poor lady sometimes gets into a bit of a birl. Why, she might even no’ have minded who she was blethering aboot.’

Mrs Campbell recoiled from this wave of dialect but gathered enough of what the Padre was talking about to look very puzzled.

‘But that’s what she said about you,’ she said.

‘What?’ the Padre asked, astonished.

‘Well, I assume it was her. One of my friends was meeting someone in Tilling the other day and she heard a large, loud woman with a very disagreeable expression talking about our fête. Naturally she was intrigued, so she dawdled past so she could listen and it turned out this woman was talking about you going to see Mrs Pillson, and forgetting what it was that you went there for, and ending up asking her to open the fête by mistake.’

‘And why would I do that?’ the Padre asked, still turning this nugget of new information over in his mind.

‘Well, according to my friend she as good as said you were in the grip of senile dementia,’ Mrs Campbell said briskly. ‘You’re not, are you?’ she demanded as an afterthought. ‘I do hope not. It might make things very awkward with the fête.’

Within the Padre’s troubled breast charity was struggling against less desirable emotions, and losing the battle.

‘I am happy to reassure you, madam,’ he said slowly, trying to keep his breathing even, ‘that I am not in the grip of senile dementia.’

‘Well, that’s some relief, I suppose,’ Mrs Campbell commented dubiously. ‘But in that case, how do you explain your silly notion of inviting this Pillson woman to open the fête?’

‘I do not know how much this might weigh in the balance with your committee,’ he said with studied calm, ‘but there is the fact that she is almost certainly the richest woman in England.’


Chapter 10

Some days later found the Wyses being deposited by what Susan insisted on calling ‘the Royce’ at the other end of the High Street from which they lived so that they might walk slowly back home, making a few purchases along the way, as was their habit. As was also their habit, this outing was carefully timed to coincide with that hour around ten o’clock in the morning when the other worthy denizens of Tilling society could also reliably be expected to be out and about with their shopping baskets.

The real purpose of Tilling’s morning passeggiata had little to do with the acquisition of comestibles, which activity might safely be left to one’s servants, but the dissemination of ‘news’, hence the ritual utterances which accompanied it.

‘Any news?’ Susan enquired as they joined a group which had already formed around the substantial figure of Diva Plaistow, consisting of the Bartletts and Irene Coles.

‘Yes!’ Irene said triumphantly. ‘Those stick-in-the-muds over in Tenterden have asked Lucia to open their mouldy old fête after all. Isn’t it wonderful?’

‘No!’ Susan replied dutifully. ‘Why, what good news indeed.’

‘Good? It’s brilliant!’ Irene enthused. ‘And of course she’ll be wonderful, as always.’

‘And Mr Coward?’ Mr Wyse asked hesitantly.

‘Couldn’t come,’ telegraphed Diva. ‘Too bad. But wonderful Lucia can do it instead.’

‘Weel, I dinna think she has actually accepted yet, mind,’ the Padre said cautiously.

‘But she will, surely?’ Susan asked anxiously. ‘After all, she’s already accepted once, hasn’t she?’

‘Yes,’ Irene replied, staring hard at the Padre, ‘but then her invitation was withdrawn, if you remember.’

The Padre squirmed wretchedly.

‘For reasons which remain unexplained,’ Irene added darkly. ‘Unless you were to enquire at Grebe, of course.’

‘All a wee misunderstanding, ye ken,’ he said awkwardly. ‘But the main thing is that she’s invited the noo, so hopefully everything is settled.’

‘It would serve you all right if she jolly well said “no” this time,’ Irene commented, ‘after the way she’s been treated.’

‘Well, I am sure Mrs Pillson will do the right thing by everybody,’ Mr Wyse commented tactfully, but then rather spoiled the effect by adding doubtfully, ‘whatever it may be.’

‘Oh, I’m sure she’ll say yes,’ Irene enthused. ‘To refuse would be unkind and I can’t imagine Lucia ever doing anything unkind.’

‘I say,’ Diva suddenly enquired. ‘Has anyone told Elizabeth?’

‘I could’nae say,’ the Padre replied rather vacantly, as if surprised that everyone should be gazing at him at this point, and then before he really had a chance to think about what he was saying, ‘I suppose Mistress Campbell from Tenterden might have had a wee word.’

‘Why would she do that?’ Susan asked blankly. ‘Do they know each other or something?’

‘I believe they have been in communication,’ the Padre informed her.

He felt a sudden spurt of a very unchristian instinct, but resisted the temptation to make more specific disclosure. In the event it proved unnecessary, Tilling society being remarkably quick on the uptake when dirty work at the crossroads was suspected.

‘No!’ chorused everyone.

‘The evil old bat!’ Irene cried. ‘I should have known it! This is all one of Mapp’s schemes to make mischief.’

‘Talking of news,’ Mr Wyse cut in diplomatically, ‘has anyone seen the reference to the inhabitants of Mallards in the newspapers this morning?’

‘There’s nothing in the Mirror,’ said Irene promptly.

Mr Wyse winced.

‘Nor in the Gazette, I don’t think,’ Diva said doubtfully.

‘I was not referring to such publications,’ he explained, carefully avoiding the use of the word ‘newspapers’, ‘but to The Times, though I am sure it has been reported elsewhere as well.’

‘Oh, do tell,’ implored Diva, agog.

‘A major contribution to the Covent Garden Opera Company,’ Mr Wyse said majestically. ‘Though “contribution” seems hardly an adequate word, for the sums involved must be prodigious. Perhaps “endowment” might be more appropriate.’

‘New dressing rooms,’ Susan went on, ‘new stage machinery and lighting, and a whole new extension as a rehearsal area. Why, one can’t even begin to imagine what it must all be costing.’

‘Noble generosity indeed,’ Mr Wyse commented approvingly, with a bow towards Mallards.

‘But how typical of her!’ Irene said at once. ‘She is the sweetest, most charitable creature it is possible to meet.’

‘Quite so,’ Mr Wyse agreed, ‘though in this case the donation is apparently being made by Mister Pillson.’

Everyone stared blankly at him.

‘But how can he afford it?’ Evie Bartlett asked, posing the question which was already in all their minds and then, perhaps realising that such a query might seem in slightly bad taste, squeaking a little ‘Oh’ and falling silent.

‘But why?’ Diva demanded, posing yet another question which was being mentally asked by all. ‘Why would she do it in Mr Georgie’s name? It doesn’t make sense. We all know it’s her money, after all.’

The others tried to look scandalised.

‘Well, we do, don’t we?’ Diva said, ploughing on regardless. ‘And usually she’s jolly careful to get her name in the papers whenever she does something like this – her name, mind you. So why should she be doing things differently this time?’

‘Perhaps because it’s for the opera, and Olga Bracely is really Mr Georgie’s friend rather than Lucia’s?’ Susan suggested.

‘Perhaps it’s a mistake?’ Irene contributed. ‘Perhaps it was meant to say Mrs George Pillson but they put Mr instead?’

‘I’m not sure it is for us to speculate either on the motive or the mechanics, is it?’ Mr Wyse cut in, wrinkling his nose in gentle rebuke.

Being rebuked by Mr Wyse was akin to having your hand nuzzled by a cocker spaniel, but the others felt it nonetheless, and all murmured ‘Oh, quite’ and looked embarrassed.

‘Well, whatever it is,’ Diva remarked unrepentantly, ‘I’m sure we’ll all hear about it sooner or later. After all, it’s not something Lucia will want to keep to herself, is it?’

Irene suddenly gave a wicked cackle.

‘I say, what do you think Mapp will say when she finds out? Wouldn’t you like to be a fly on the wall when that happens?’

Even Mr Wyse struggled to find a reply to this question.

‘I’m sure,’ he ventured cautiously, ‘that Mrs Mapp-Flint will be just as appreciative of this magnanimous gesture as the rest of us.’

The others started at him with open incredulity. The Padre cleared his throat.

‘Weel,’ he mused, ‘it does bring honour to the whole of Tilling, does it not?’

It was generally felt that this struck the right note, and an appropriate one upon which to disperse.

Amid a general chorus of ‘Au reservoir’, the Padre raised his hat, Mr Wyse bowed gravely, and the parties split up to go about their respective business.

*   *   *

At Mallards, where The Times was of course both taken and read avidly, though in Lucia’s case following the Financial Times and the Wall Street Journal, the same subject was under discussion, as Georgie read and re-read the article repeatedly.

‘I say, it’s really jolly good, isn’t it?’ he asked excitedly. ‘I particularly like the bit at the end where they say: the Board of the Covent Garden Opera Company have let it be known that they intend to name the new wing of the building “the Pillson wing” in honour of their gracious benefactor. Oh, Lucia, just think of it.’

‘Indeed, Georgie, it is a very fine article,’ she agreed.

Then she looked up from the stock prices page of the Wall Street Journal and looked at him severely over her pince-nez.

‘Though, let us remember that it is a particularly magnificent gift, and thus surely meriting “a good spread”, as I’m sure Olga would say.’

‘Well, yes it is, of course,’ Georgie conceded readily, ‘but also a rather good idea of Olga’s, don’t you think?’

This time it was his turn to look at her over his reading glasses.

Lucia chose to ignore this feeble riposte and instead said absently, ‘Really, caro mio, you will have to start a scrapbook, you know, one of your very own I mean. I think you will find some blank ones in the bureau,’ and then turned back to her paper.

At this moment there came a knock on the living room door and Foljambe entered, said, ‘Post please, mum,’ and gave a little bob as she put it on Lucia’s desk.

‘Thank you, Foljambe,’ Lucia said languidly and laid aside her newspaper. She sorted through the letters.

‘One for you, Georgie, boldly and erratically addressed. From Olga, doubtless.’

‘Oh, wonderful,’ he murmured contentedly. ‘I wonder what she has to say? I do so enjoy her letters, you know.’

Lucia was about to make one of her little noises combining mild disapproval with severe lack of interest, but was distracted by the next letter in her hand.

‘Roedean copperplate, I fancy,’ she said, inspecting the handwriting intently, ‘ah, and a Tenterden postmark.’

Georgie put down his own letter unopened.

‘Oh!’ he said.

‘Oh, indeed,’ Lucia concurred. ‘Let’s see what the woman has to say this time.’

She made use of the paperknife and extracted a single folded sheet of notepaper, which she read quickly and passed to Georgie without comment.

‘Dear Mrs Pillson,’ he read aloud. ‘I really cannot thank you enough for your sterling efforts on behalf of a group of total strangers, and we are obviously devastated that Mr Coward will be unable to attend. May we extend our sincere thanks in any event for having taken the trouble to contact him at our behest.’

He stopped to draw breath, and Lucia said, ‘And if it stopped there that would be the end of the matter.’

‘However,’ Georgie read on, ‘the Committee was wondering if it would be too great a liberty to ask if we might re-extend to you our original invitation to come and open our poor little fête yourself. We do realise that in the circumstances this request may seem a little “cheeky” but both we and your own dear vicar would count it a very great honour and favour should you nonetheless feel able to accept.’

Lucia gave a little smile.

‘Well!’ Georgie exclaimed. ‘She got the “cheek” bit right anyway. What a nerve!’

‘Yes,’ his wife agreed sweetly, ‘isn’t it?’

She gave that little smile again.

Georgie looked at her admiringly.

‘You’ve got a plan!’ he said.

‘Mm,’ she cooed, ‘just ickle plan, Georgie. Oo want to hear Lucia’s ickle plan?’

‘Oh, yes please,’ he urged her eagerly.

‘Well, of course,’ she said, returning from the realm of baby-talk, ‘what I should do is simply write back and announce that in view of the withdrawal of her earlier invitation I have naturally arranged to attend another function that day, perhaps hinting at some formal engagement, perhaps in London and involving royalty.’

‘And what are you going to do?’

She looked at him archly.

‘I shall propose you, Georgie.’

‘Me?’ he gasped. ‘But it’s you they want. And anyway, what do I know about opening fêtes, or anything else for that matter? You do it all the time, and you’re so good at it. You know all the right things to say.’

‘Mm,’ she said, ‘but remember, Georgie, the article in The Times came out after she sent her letter. The wretched woman is probably already regretting that she didn’t ask you instead.’

‘Do you really think so?’ he asked in surprise. ‘Oh, well, perhaps, I suppose.’

‘And even if she’s not,’ Lucia went on briskly, ‘she can hardly refuse, can she? A further snub would be out of the question and anyway, you are now a nationally recognised public benefactor.’

‘Well, if you say so,’ he said, his former doubts resurfacing. ‘But what shall I say, Lucia? What happens if I meet some obscure rank of clergyman and don’t know the proper form of address? Or if I mistake the Mayor for the Town Clerk, or something like that?’

‘Stuff and nonsense, Georgie,’ Lucia said, in the sort of voice which she used to employ as Queen Elizabeth in her pageants in Tilling. ‘You’ve seen me do it a thousand times. Everything will be fine, you’ll see.’

She turned back to her desk to reach for writing paper but, sensing his lingering uncertainty, she murmured as if thinking already of something else. ‘You do complain of not having enough occasions to wear morning dress – and of course you could wear that nice lilac waistcoat of yours, I’ve always thought it very dashing.’

‘I hadn’t thought of that,’ Georgie admitted.

He rose and crossed the room to gaze at himself in the mirror. The knot of his tie was slightly out of place and he adjusted it.

‘Dashing? Yes, I suppose so,’ he murmured, and then, more resolutely, ‘Well then, I must see about having my top hat brushed and my spats re-elasticated.’

The same news was being discussed at Grebe, though in understandably less laudatory terms, for the story also featured in the Daily Telegraph, which was the Major’s morning reading of choice. That this was so was perhaps not surprising since its recurrent themes struck several resonant chords within Major Mapp-Flint’s manly breast. Rousing enthusiasm for the Empire (or whatever one was now supposed to call it), the King (‘God bless him’), and corporal punishment mingled with equally rousing distaste for socialism and high income tax (which might conveniently be grouped together as necessary concomitants), and muted sympathy for retired army officers when charged with a certain kind of conduct towards ladies in railway compartments, conduct which was capable of being sadly misinterpreted.

‘It’s so typical!’ his wife was saying, and not for the first time that day either. ‘Here I am on the brink of exposing her for the charlatan that she is, and she goes off and throws a lot of money about, hoping everyone will quietly forget about her …’ she struggled to finish the sentence, such was the depth of her emotion, ‘… her lies!’

It will hopefully be clearly understood by the reader from the context, without resort to such vulgar, though occasionally useful, devices as italics or Comic Capitals, that certain words, such as ‘typical’, ‘exposing’, ‘charlatan’ and ‘lies’, were uttered with considerable emphasis.

The Major looked up from a letter to the editor advocating the compulsory sterilisation of the unemployed, and gazed thoughtfully into the distance.

‘What you need, Liz,’ he observed, ‘is a flank attack.’

His wife gazed at him blankly.

‘What on earth are you talking about now?’ she asked, though such an enquiry was unnecessary since her look had already adequately conveyed her sentiments.

‘Well,’ he replied slowly. ‘You’ve made a frontal assault on this Noël Coward thing, which she is defending resolutely.’

‘But I shall win!’ Elizabeth exclaimed hotly.

‘Well, that’s all right then,’ he said, and returned to his newspaper.

A pause ensued, during which Mrs Benjamin Mapp-Flint turned over her husband’s words in her mind.

‘Very well, Benjy,’ she said, ‘what were you going to say?’

Though the invitation was somewhat ungraciously uttered, the Major decided to accept it.

‘I’m sure you’re right of course,’ he began, ‘about being able to show that Lucia had lied about Noël Coward, but I was just thinking …’

‘Yes?’ she prompted impatiently.

‘Well, in the army you might mount a direct attack to make the other chap focus all his attention on what’s happening right in front of him and commit all his resources to it, while you send another force out on a sweep on one flank – to one side, that is – and hit him where he’s not expecting it.’

‘And you think we should do something like that with Lucia?’ Mapp asked.

‘Don’t see why not,’ he said briskly. ‘After all, you’ve jolly well got all her attention focussed on this Tenterden thing, haven’t you?’

‘Yes,’ she agreed. ‘And you’re suggesting that at the same time I should be preparing something else entirely? Something that I can choose to launch just when she might think she’s winning? Just when she thinks she’s safe?’

‘That’s the idea,’ the Major confirmed.

‘Something that she won’t have thought to mount any defence against? Something so devastating that it will destroy her utterly for ever and ever?’

‘Don’t see why not, old girl.’

A broad beam spread slowly across Elizabeth Mapp-Flint’s face.

‘Why, Benjy-boy,’ she cried delightedly, ‘how positively brilliant!’

He smiled that twinkling smile which she had always found so attractive, tapped the side of his nose and said ‘Ah’ very meaningfully.

She clapped her hands for pure joy and giggled girlishly.

‘And what is it?’ she asked, gazing at him archly.

‘What’s what?’

‘The thing, this surprise attack. What is it?’

He looked startled suddenly, and said ‘Ah’ again, but this time in a very different tone of voice. The beam faded from his wife’s face more quickly than it had arrived.

‘I see,’ she said coldly. ‘There was me thinking you were being clever, and all the time you were just building my hopes up only to dash them.’

She rang the bell for Withers in a particularly vicious fashion and swept majestically out of the room.

The Major sat crestfallen with his newspaper raised halfway.

‘I’m sure you’ll be able to think of something, old thing,’ he shouted hopefully after her departing figure.

She turned on her heel and put her clearly exasperated head back round the door.

‘Oh, why don’t you go and play golf?’ she demanded.


Chapter 11

As fate would have it, Lucia and Georgie went up to town for a few days before the news of her response to the new invitation broke in Tilling, and so the morning news round was left guessing at the likely outcome of the Tenterden fête saga.

The pair were of course much in demand in and around the opera house at Covent Garden, meeting designers and architects, and being shown plans and numbers with lots of noughts on the end which Georgie found rather frightening but with which Lucia seemed quite comfortable. So Georgie said ‘Quite’ and ‘Parfect’ at regular intervals, and wondered when he could decently get away to Jermyn Street to look at silk ties and buckskin boots. He had never realised just how tiring the life of a philanthropist and patron of the arts could be.

Both were invited to a very grand dinner party with David Webster and Norman Brook at the Café Royal. Lucia found herself seated next to a cabinet minister, but of who he was and what his responsibilities might be she remained entirely ignorant since he spoke in an impenetrable accent which, she learned later, was in common usage in the north-east of England; at the time she wondered if he might be confused about her nationality and therefore attempting to communicate with her in Serbo-Croat.

So she took the lead, and ventured safely guarded opinions on some of the issues of the day. She was in favour of the nationalisation of the railways, though making it clear that such approval was predicated on the Railways Board in future taking a more enlightened attitude towards the provision of express services to picturesque towns on the south coast. She paused meaningfully at this juncture but was disappointed to see that he did not produce a notebook and pencil to write down the salient points of her carefully argued case for a daily Tilling Special.

Of the Malayan Emergency she was also broadly supportive, since she understood that some Malayans were actually communist and that would never do. Also it was interfering with the supply of rubber, and surely rubber was very useful, wasn’t it? Again she paused, but the minister merely nodded vaguely and consumed the last of his soup rather noisily. Clearly his portfolio was neither transport nor trade.

Becoming more desperate in her choice of subject, she wandered into the wisdom of putting monkeys on rockets, on which she was broadly negative, for one never knew where such things might lead. The minster finished his soup and then said something which sounded apologetic about having to voot, rose and left the restaurant. It seemed that this was not unexpected, since another gentleman departed at the same time, the waiters took away their chairs and place settings, and everyone moved a little closer together, so that Lucia now found herself sitting next to the Cabinet Secretary.

‘Really, Mr Brook, how busy all you important people in government must be,’ she commented. ‘Why, the minister had no sooner finished his soup than he said he had to scoot and simply disappeared.’

‘There is a division in the House, I’m afraid,’ he replied gravely. ‘A common problem when dining with politicians. Though I’m surprised the Secretary of State for War should use a word like “scoot”. It doesn’t sound his usual style at all.’

‘Your charm must have softened him up, Lucia,’ Olga suggested smilingly. ‘Jack Lawson can be a bit of a curmudgeon usually.’

‘I think he’s an old style communist essentially,’ Webster cut in. ‘I remember him making a real hellfire speech before the war about the exploitation of native labour – in Malaya, I believe.’

Lucia experienced a momentary pang of concern and decided that a change of subject would be in order.

‘I was expounding my plans for a more efficient railway network,’ she explained, as the waiters served the fish. ‘I am glad to say that the Secretary of State seemed very impressed by my arguments for a daily Tilling Express. Perhaps I will follow up with a letter.’

She nodded thoughtfully and began to ease her turbot off the bone. Brook flashed a somewhat desperate glance to Olga, which Georgie spotted.

‘What I don’t understand,’ he cut in, changing the subject himself, ‘is why Mr Lawson had to dash off to vote in the House. Why, it’s nearly ten o’clock. Surely Parliament doesn’t sit at night, does it?’

‘Of course it does, Georgie,’ Lucia said severely. ‘I have always assumed that it’s so that all the Members of Parliament can do their real jobs during the day.’

There was a sudden silence, which Georgie attempted to fill.

‘Why, Lucia!’ he exclaimed. ‘How very naughty you are – but you must remember that not everyone is used to your brilliant bon mots.’

‘Mots justes, perhaps?’ Webster mused, glancing mischievously at Brook.

‘You are all being very naughty,’ Olga said with mock-severity. ‘Now let’s change the subject and stop embarrassing poor Norman.’

The next morning Lucia met Irene Coles, who was travelling up to London to see an exhibition of very progressive paintings by one of her fellow Royal Academicians. Irene, needless to say, was ecstatic at the prospect of being alone with her beloved Lucia for a few hours, while Olga and Georgie used the opportunity to take morning coffee at the Ritz, a favourite launching pad for Georgie’s forays into the dizzy world of Jermyn Street.

He was already looking forward to his planned visits. Since his brief acquaintance with King Zog of Albania, Georgie had always had his cigarettes made by hand in St James’s to his own special blend, which consisted mostly of Turkish tobacco. He was running low and wanted to order some more. King Zog, now sadly king no longer, was living in exile in Egypt, according to his occasional letters, and had expressed the hope that his gifts of rather more exotic smoking material might shortly resume.

An appointment to review the progress of Georgie’s recently ordered boots would follow, then a visit to his tailor, who had done wonders in sourcing some Prince of Wales check and who had hinted discreetly that vulgar considerations, such as ration cards and clothing vouchers, were hardly something with which gentlemen about town could reasonably be expected to concern themselves.

Finally, a short walk to Old Bond Street would take him to Taylor’s, where he would spend a pleasant twenty minutes sniffing fragrances while they mixed him a bottle of cologne to take home and put in his atomiseur. Again, he had been heavily influenced by King Zog in such matters, and normally tended towards something citrusy on a base of musk and sandalwood. Lucia had originally taken to wrinkling her nose ostentatiously whenever he trailed clouds of perfume in fine style around Mallards, but he had persisted and she had finally given up on the issue after only a couple of years.

‘Well, that was a narrow squeak last night,’ Olga was saying.

‘Yes, wasn’t it?’ Georgie responded. ‘Thank goodness the politicians had left. Do you think it did any harm?’

‘Oh, I shouldn’t think so,’ she replied, ‘particularly after you passed it off so cleverly. Hopefully everyone will just think it was a particularly biting witticism.’

‘Yes,’ said he thoughtfully. ‘Of course, the real irony is that it was, if only she had meant it to be one.’

They both laughed, though Georgie had to stop almost at once as his hand started to shake, dropping macaroon crumbs on his trousers, which would never do. He brushed at them carefully, but to his horror one of them smudged slightly and he said ‘Tarsome’ really rather sharply.

‘It might be an idea for you to get her back to Tilling as soon as possible, though,’ she continued. ‘Particularly as I want to see Noël tomorrow and it would be very difficult to do that if she was still in town. Either I’d have to take her with me, which would be a disaster – not least because Noël would rightly think I’d set up an ambush – or attempt to hide where I was going and who I was seeing.’

‘Yes, I see,’ Georgie concurred, ‘and of course if she found out somehow, such as seeing another wretched photo in the newspapers or something, she’d go all sniffy and not talk to anyone.’

‘Why are people so difficult?’ Olga enquired of nobody in particular. ‘The world would be so uncomplicated if only it had no people in it.’

‘There’s a quote there somewhere, isn’t there?’ he asked absently. ‘The Tempest or something, I think.’

Olga made no reply but lit a cigarette instead.

‘But just think,’ Georgie pointed out. ‘If there were no people, then there would be nobody to listen to you singing. Think how much pleasure they would all miss out on.’

‘You are an angel,’ she said warmly and, reaching across impetuously, squeezed his arm. He flushed and mumbled something.

Georgie arrived back at the Ritz encumbered with various expensively packaged items, all of which were whisked away solicitously with a little bow by a flunkey, beckoned hither with a barely perceptible raising of one eyebrow by the maitre d’hôtel. As he walked towards the restaurant he glanced in the silvered mirror which dominated the entrance hall, noticed that neither of his cufflinks was visible and surreptitiously tugged at each shirt sleeve in turn, thus restoring his sartorial perfection.

He heard Olga’s loud laugh as he entered the restaurant and saw that she was already seated with Lucia and Quaint Irene. Lucia was trying to wince, and at the same time to convey that she was attempting not to. Despite ample practice over the years, the effect was still not entirely convincing.

‘Caro mio,’ she greeted him graciously, ‘have you had a pleasant morning? All your errands duly run, I trust?’

‘Oh yes, yes thank you,’ he gushed as he sat down. ‘Well, all except my new boots anyway, and they should be ready tomorrow. I can pick them up at the same time as my cigarettes.’

‘Georgie-Porgie, you old rogue,’ Irene cried, having been occupied until now in draining her cocktail. ‘What have you been up to, then? Kissing the girls and making them cry, I’ll be bound. Better keep an eye out for press photographers, eh?’

‘Oh, really,’ he protested weakly, feeling, and not for the first time, that Irene should not be allowed out in polite society. Glancing around at neighbouring tables, however, he noticed that, far from looking scandalised, people were smiling indulgently, even as Olga went off into another great hoot of laughter. Clearly, she had been recognised.

‘Tell me about the paintings,’ he proffered as he took up the menu.

‘Vigorous!’ Lucia pronounced firmly. ‘Such colour, Georgie, such strength of purpose! If only you could have seen them.’

Since Lucia’s views on abstract art were well known to Georgie, he glanced at her in some surprise.

‘Angel!’ Irene commented delightedly. ‘I knew you’d like them. How very like you!’

Georgie felt himself dangerously close to harrumphing in Major Mapp-Flint fashion, suppressed the temptation and decided to have the potted shrimps followed by duck à l’orange.

‘Who was the artist?’ Olga enquired.

‘Oh, old Vic Pasmore,’ Irene replied. Then, looking around the table and seeing that this did not convey as much to the others as she had hoped, ‘You remember, he was put in prison during the war for being a conscientious objector. You must have read about it.’

They all made polite noises.

‘He used to do a lot of daubs of the Thames and boring old stuff like that,’ she went on, ‘but Ben Nicholson has got him doing abstracts now, and jolly good they are too.’

Georgie, who rather liked paintings of the Thames, took up the wine list and considered the rival attractions of a Montrachet and a Sancerre. Since that dreadful little man had finally gone too far and invaded Poland, hock seemed so unpatriotic. Unsurprisingly, he chose the Montrachet, for Sauvignon Blanc at lunchtime tended to give him indigestion in the afternoon, while Chardonnay merely made him naughtily spendthrift in shirt-makers.

As he pointed at the wine the sommelier nodded approvingly in that manner reserved for showing approbation for a discerning gentleman who has just chosen the most expensive wine on the list.

‘What are your plans for the afternoon, Lucia?’ he asked idly.

‘Alas,’ she responded with a heavy sigh, ‘I shall visit my stockbrokers in the City, but after that I fear I must return to Tilling.’

‘Oh no, surely not!’ they all cried in unison.

She waved a gentle hand in front of her face, smiling sweetly at their natural dismay.

‘Indeed, it is so,’ she confirmed. ‘You may have forgotten that I am Chairman of the Women in Tilling’s Care Homes committee, and it meets tomorrow morning.’

WITCH had been founded by Elizabeth Mapp-Flint during the war to provide comforts for wounded soldiers at convalescent homes in the area. Noting the unfortunate acronym which its name produced, Irene had promptly dubbed it ‘Mapp’s coven’. In circumstances that remained obscure, Mapp had resigned from the movement after some pots of her marrow jam were returned by one of the care homes in question as inedible, under cover of a note which did less than justice to the donor’s charitable instincts. Irene, who was then on the committee herself, had suggested responding to explain that the jam was widely known to be unfit for human consumption but had actually been intended for use as a wound dressing. It was believed by those who knew about such things that the suggestion had immediately preceded Mrs Mapp-Flint’s resignation.

‘Is that still going?’ Olga asked in puzzlement. ‘After all, the war’s been over for some time now.’

‘It was felt,’ Lucia explained majestically, ‘that it may continue to fulfil a useful purpose in peacetime, rather like the United Nations.’

‘Oh,’ said Olga, showing a proper mixture of respect for the committee’s potential for furthering the causes of world peace and universal goodwill, and abashment at the temerity of her implied suggestion that it might now usefully be disbanded.

‘And anyway,’ Lucia continued in rather more prosaic vein, ‘I have someone coming to lunch tomorrow who is going to tell me all about duplicate bridge.

‘I was rather hoping, Georgie,’ she added a little sharply, ‘that you might be there too. After all, it was your idea.’

‘I’m not sure it was actually,’ he muttered rebelliously as he tasted the Montrachet.

Olga kicked him under the table.

‘But of course I will be there,’ he concurred, feeling the huge finish swirl delightfully around his palate.

Lucia nodded magisterially, as though acknowledging a whispered communication from a palace aide that yet another war had broken out in the Balkans.

‘Only a shame,’ she said suddenly, ‘that I have been unable to see Mr Coward during my time in town.’

Irene glanced up from her plate and said ‘Poor angel’, at the same time darting a worried glance at Olga.

‘Yes, so wretched that he’s been so busy,’ Olga proffered. ‘I think the poor man is appearing in one play, rehearsing another, and writing yet another.’

‘Busy indeed,’ Lucia agreed rather distantly. ‘He must be. Why, I sent him a letter by hand yesterday, and followed it up with a telegram this morning. I tried to get tickets for his play tonight so I could visit him in his dressing room afterwards, but sadly it is sold out. Most vexing.’

Georgie and Olga looked at each other in consternation.

‘I did so want to meet him.’ Lucia bit her lip, hoping that she could correct her innocent slip before anyone noticed, ‘See him, I mean.’

‘He’s such a difficult man to see,’ Olga explained. ‘He rarely rises before midday, spends an hour or so in the bath, has lunch, spends all afternoon writing and then dashes into the theatre just in time for the ten minute bell.’

Lucia made one of her little noises which might have meant anything but which usually signalled disapproval.

‘Why,’ Olga continued, seeing that she needed to warm to her task, ‘I ran into the Queen at a Red Cross dinner a little while ago and even she hasn’t been able to get to see him.’

‘Are they friends?’ Georgie asked dubiously.

‘Oh, they’re great chums,’ she assured him. ‘They moved in the same circles before the abdication, when she was just the smiling duchess rather than the Queen. She loves the theatre, you know. And she says he’s invented a new cocktail for her, though nobody is quite sure what it is.’

‘Well,’ observed Lucia, relenting somewhat, ‘if even Her Majesty cannot get to see him that does put a rather different complexion on things. Although,’ she mused, ‘it is of course unfortunate that Her Majesty should have been unable to accept one of my invitations to attend civic functions in Tilling.’

‘You wrote to the Queen?’ Georgie asked, feeling rather faint.

‘Many times,’ Lucia said airily. ‘Before the war. Though she never replied.’

‘Oh dear,’ Olga commented rather helplessly. ‘I wonder why not.’

‘I think she was instructed not to,’ opined Lucia.

‘Who by?’ Georgie asked, and then kicked himself as he realised he should have said, ‘By whom?’

‘That nasty Mr Baldwin of course.’

‘Poor angel,’ Irene commented again. ‘I’ll bet he was being beastly because of your ideas about a special train for Tilling.’

Lucia pondered.

‘Perhaps,’ she conceded. ‘Though it may also have had something to do with me being nominated as Warden of the Cinque Ports.’

This time Georgie got it right.

‘I never knew you’d been nominated for that,’ he said. ‘Why, it would be an enormous honour; it’s still one of the most important royal offices in the country. Nominated by whom?’

She looked at him in surprise.

‘By myself, of course, silly. Though I did mention that I was sure the idea would have the support of the town council, as well as my Lord Bishop.’

Since at least two-thirds of her audience had temporarily been deprived of the power of speech, she pressed on.

‘Such a fine idea, don’t you think, for the office actually to be held by someone local, someone on the spot? Much better surely than some old fuddy-duddy away in London who never comes near the south coast. That was the gist of my suggestion to Mr Baldwin, anyway.’

She looked at her watch and sighed.

‘I think I must slip away,’ she said. ‘It may take simply ages to get over to the City in the middle of the day. Georgie, dear, can I leave the bill to you?’

As Georgie rose, she air-kissed Olga and Irene and swept magnificently from the room, a vision of loveliness in a pre-war Old Imari concoction.

Georgie sat down again, and nodded his agreement to Irene’s rather hopeful suggestion of a brandy and benedictine. Somehow, he felt he needed it.

‘Well,’ he said finally, to break a silence which was threatening to become awkward, ‘that was …’

Having started without properly thinking through what he wanted to say, he found himself floundering.

‘Insightful?’ Olga suggested.

‘Yes, if you like.’

There was another silence, which was broken by Irene, revived by the tinkling sound of the approaching liqueur trolley.

‘Who is the Warden of the Cinque Ports, anyway?’ she demanded.

‘I rather think it’s the Queen,’ said Olga quietly.


Chapter 12

Noël Coward screwed his first cigarette of the day into an exquisite tortoiseshell cigarette holder (French, second empire) with an air of elaborate ennui, and tied around himself a very grand silk dressing gown (Macau, pre-war), which featured on the back a large gold dragon against a vivid blue background. He gazed into his large crested mirror (Venetian, eighteenth century), and sighed with the quietly desperate air of a man who is middle-aged but has yet to come fully to terms with the fact.

Confident that his valet would have heard him up and about and would therefore have preparations for breakfast well advanced, he opened the door and proceeded towards the drawing room. He walked at a steady, determined pace but with a gait which, were one in search of an apt though slightly esoteric epithet, might be described as somewhat epicene.

He entered the room and sat down at the table, drawing the smell of freshly made coffee eagerly into his lungs to mix with his Virginia and Turkish blend from Morland’s of Grosvenor Street. As he reflected on the perfect juxtaposition of fine coffee and fine tobacco, he became aware that he was not alone.

‘Hello, Noël,’ said Olga, looking up from a copy of Variety.

She was slumped backwards on his leather chesterfield (British, Edwardian), with her feet perched in most unladylike fashion on his hammered metal coffee table (Moroccan, age indeterminate), which had been sold to him by an awfully nice boy in the Casbah (Moroccan, age indeterminate) as part of a larger series of transactions which need form no part of this narrative.

He eyed her with cold disfavour.

‘I would have thought, my dear,’ he commented, eschewing any pretence of a greeting, ‘that an Englishman’s drawing room would be sacrosanct at breakfast time.’

‘It’s one o’clock in the afternoon,’ she pointed out, not unreasonably.

‘Which is when I have breakfast,’ he replied, ‘ergo, it is breakfast time. Please leave.’

‘Oh, don’t be such an old misery,’ Olga said. ‘Anyway, Denny let me in.’

‘Is this true, Denny?’ Coward asked as his valet came into the room bearing bacon and eggs.

‘Yes, sir,’ the handsome young man answered. ‘I hope I didn’t do wrong.’

‘You could hardly have done wronger,’ Coward rebuked him. ‘In fact, the last time anyone did me wrong to anything like such an egregious extent was when some fathead suggested that Herbert Marshall might have been a better choice for In Which We Serve.’

He buried his face in his hands as the pain came flooding back.

‘Now then, sir,’ Denny said gently, ‘I thought we were trying ever so hard to forget about that.’

‘Yes, I suppose so,’ Coward replied faintly. ‘One must be strong after all.’

His looked up and sniffed the air appreciatively as his plate approached.

‘But that does not alter the fact that you have been a very naughty boy. After I have partaken of breakfast – alone – and then had a long soak in the bath, I shall decide upon a suitable punishment. Perhaps I may even send you back to live in Hendon Central.’

Olga gasped in horror.

‘Oh please, sir,’ cried poor Denny, who had gone quite pale, ‘not that. I don’t think I could bear it.’

‘Well, we shall see,’ Coward said majestically. ‘Perhaps Homer will nod on this occasion. There again, perhaps he will not.’

As he picked up his knife and fork he suddenly paused and gazed balefully at his valet.

‘Pray do explain, Denny,’ he enjoined with an air of quiet menace, ‘why you have brought two plates of bacon and eggs?’

‘One is for me, of course, silly,’ Olga cut in, sitting down on the other side of the table and falling upon her bacon and eggs with her customary appetite. ‘I say, Denny, bring some bread, there’s a poppet, I’m starving.

‘Now then, Noël,’ she went on, ‘stop being such a grump and eat your breakfast. I’m sorry I gatecrashed you like this, but you’re so busy at the moment it was the only way I could get to see you.’

Coward attempted to look pained at the same time as eating bacon and eggs. Being a consummate actor, he gave quite a convincing performance.

After a decent interval, while Olga rubbed pieces of bread around her plate in search of the last dregs of egg yolk, he placed his cutlery delicately in the centre of his plate and reached for another cigarette.

‘You may draw my bath as usual, Denny,’ he advised the hovering valet. ‘Verbena and magnolia today, I think. Those martinis last night were a tad severe.’

‘Oh you poor thing,’ Olga said feelingly, ‘I know what you mean. Either it’s us getting older, or it’s the gin. Martinis just don’t seem the same as before the war.’

‘I am not getting older,’ he said, lighting up, ‘though you are of course welcome to do so should you wish. Anyway, it’s not the gin, it’s the vermouth. Noilly Prat has become completely unobtainable, so they’re having to use any old junk they can get hold of. Even the Savoy hasn’t seen any since 1943, or so they say.’

‘I didn’t know that,’ Olga replied. ‘Why?’

‘Who knows?’ Coward asked in rhetorical vein. ‘It’s just the French being French, I suppose.’

‘You’d think they’d be grateful,’ Olga said indignantly. ‘After all, we did save them from the Germans, didn’t we?’

‘Oh my dear,’ Coward said, ‘but perhaps they didn’t want to be saved? After all, if you must have somebody telling you what to do, then the Germans do it so frightfully well.’

‘Sometimes I think we just confused them,’ Olga mused. ‘After all, first you had all the people they thought were the goodies collaborating with the Germans and sentencing all the baddies to death, and then suddenly the baddies come back and beat the Germans, so they become the goodies and everyone has to pretend to have supported them all along. Now it’s the goodies who have become the baddies and it’s their turn to get sentenced to death.’

‘The idea of the French all sentencing each other to death is an enticing prospect, of course,’ Coward observed, ‘but even that is inadequate compensation for being deprived of Noilly Prat for one’s martinis.

‘The really aggravating thing,’ he went on, ‘is that it is apparently freely available in France, at a price anyway, but the British customs will not allow you to import it. It’s not as if it were the 1928 Petrus, which has simply disappeared because the wretched Bosche drank it all during the occupation.’

He stubbed out his cigarette.

‘And now, I must get on,’ he said decisively. ‘After my bath I have to be brilliant and compose an after dinner speech which I am giving for some dreadful politicians. Something to do with the Marshall Plan, I understand, or was it Berlin? Or perhaps both? Perhaps I shall give Louis Mountbatten a ring – after all, it was he who talked me into it.’

‘What’s so dreadful about these politicians?’ Olga asked.

He gazed at her as a Latin teacher might if she were a rather dull child who had just made a terrible mess of the ablative absolute.

‘They’re all dreadful. It’s just a fact of life. To make matters worse, they’re all inexpressibly boring – obviously they are or they wouldn’t become politicians in the first place – and I have to think of some devastating witticism about these inexpressibly boring little people, which I can deliver at the end of my speech and which will bring the house down thus proving that I am truly brilliant, which of course I am.’

He got up from the table with an air of finality.

‘Wait!’ Olga said suddenly.

‘I fear I cannot,’ he said loftily. ‘The tyranny of a blank page awaits.’

‘But what if I can give you what you want?’

‘What do you mean exactly, my dear?’ he asked, sounding puzzled.

‘Suppose I can give you your witticism, yes, and a whole case of Noilly Prat too?’

He gazed at her greedily.

‘Then I would undoubtedly grant you any favour that you may desire.’

‘Ah-ha!’ cried she in triumph.

‘No!’ he gasped, suddenly remembering. ‘Not that. Not that dreadful woman, not the fête, not mixing with the middle classes! No, Olga, I’m sorry, I can’t do it, I really can’t.’

His knees suddenly felt weak and he clutched the back of a chair for support.

Olga stared at him mercilessly.

‘You can and you will, Noël. You are going to give me a weekend of your time and I am going to prepare you a script, which you will follow exactly.’

He gaped soundlessly, and a distracted hand went scurrying around the tabletop in search of his cigarettes.

‘And once you have done this wonderful thing, Noël – and it is a wonderful thing you will be doing, I promise you – then you have my personal word that the car which drives you back to London will have nestling snugly in the boot as a personal “thank you” six bottles of the 1928 Petrus.’

So saying she snatched up her hat and bag and departed the scene of her victory. As she did so, the strains of Noël weakly saying ‘Cruel, so very cruel,’ wafted after her.

Georgie was by this time deeply ensconced in the intricacies of duplicate bridge with Lucia and a gentleman with the rather imposing name of Maurice Harrison-Grey, whom she had invited for lunch.

It all seemed very complicated the way he described it. There were Mitchell movements and Howell movements and Georgie really couldn’t understand which was preferable, and why. There were skip moves and hesitations, and pivots and arrow switches, and very soon his head was spinning as if in sympathy. Lucia, however, was listening intently and giving every appearance of comprehension.

If the way the boards and pairs moved around the room from table to table was complex enough, it seemed to pale into insignificance compared to the scoring. Rather than the good old rubber bridge scoring method of tricks scored being entered below the line, and overtricks and penalties above the line, a totally different method was employed. He asked about this rather weakly and was told quickly by Lucia, ‘Don’t be silly, Georgie, there is no line of course,’ after which he decided to sulk quietly on his side of the table and enjoy his veal Holstein, the veal having somehow magically slipped through the rationing system without recourse to meat vouchers.

It seemed that some elaborate triple process was involved, since points were converted into match points and these could in turn be converted into victory points, but only if one was playing in teams rather than pairs. What on earth did that mean?

‘Can’t a pair be a team?’ he enquired incautiously. ‘A team of two, anyway?’

Lucia cast him a withering glance.

‘Really, caro mio, do pay attention. A team is two pairs playing together against two other pairs and you score on the difference between the scores achieved on the two tables. I think it might do very well for some of our little local encounters here in dear old Tilling.’

‘It all does seem rather complicated at first,’ Harrison-Grey broke in sympathetically. ‘The best thing to do is get one or two members of your local club to attend a director’s course for a day or two. Then you’ll always have someone around who can tell everyone what to do.’

Lucia promptly whipped out her little notebook and pencil and started writing things down in her small and incredibly neat handwriting. Georgie sighed and sipped his Gewürztraminer. Perhaps it was the result of telepathy from having been her companion for so long, but he knew instinctively that what she was jotting down would be:

1. Form bridge club

2. Elect self President

3. Go on director’s course

The ‘4. Tell people what to do’ could safely be inferred, he thought.

‘Well, you seem to understand it all very well,’ Georgie marvelled. ‘Really, I don’t know how you do it.’

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ Harrison-Grey said modestly. ‘You just sort of pick it up as you go along.’

‘You seem to forget, Georgie,’ Lucia chided him as she replaced her pencil and notebook in her handbag, ‘that Mr Harrison-Grey is the European bridge champion.’

‘That may be because you neglected to tell me,’ he said waspishly.

Lucia gave one of her tinkling laughs.

‘Dear me, I am justly scolded!’ she acknowledged. ‘Of course, caro, I had only just come in from my committee meeting, hadn’t I, when Mr Harrison-Grey arrived? A committee in the morning, a working lunch – if I may refer to it so without fear of offence? – and a meeting at the town hall this afternoon. Goodness, how you all work me so.’

‘I didn’t know you were going to the town hall today,’ Georgie observed, puzzled. ‘After all you’re not on the council any longer.’

‘Really, Georgie, one does not abdicate one’s civil responsibilities just because one leaves public office. Duty is not a mantle that can be lightly cast aside, that can be slipped off and on at will. Either one is a public servant or one is not. Elected office is as much a state of mind as anything else.’

She gazed grimly into the distance, wearing her Queen Elizabeth face, while her two lunch companions looked at each other in confusion, and then at the tablecloth. With obvious difficulty she drew herself out of her reverie of lofty good intentions and returned to the mundane, everyday world.

‘If you must know, though I was hoping to keep it a secret a little longer, I believe it would be a great coup for Tilling to host a duplicate bridge tournament, and the council chamber would make a magnificent setting for it, don’t you think?’

Georgie mentally kicked himself for not having thought to add ‘5. Hold bridge tournament’.

‘Oh, really?’ he said, trying to sound surprised.

‘Capital idea, if I may say so, Mrs Pillson,’ Harrison-Grey commented, nodding approvingly.

‘But do you think you’d get enough people?’ Georgie asked anxiously. ‘After all, there are only about a dozen bridge players in the whole town.’

‘We will invite applications from further afield, silly,’ Lucia said grandly. ‘I will place advertisements in the newspapers.’

‘You mean Brighton? Golly.’

Lucia frowned. As so often, her partner had failed to grasp the magnificent scope of her vision.

‘London, I think,’ she said decisively.

She rang the bell for the plates to be cleared away.

‘Now, then,’ she said rather dreamily, ‘if only I could think of something which would make it so overwhelmingly attractive and exciting that people would flock to it from all over the country …’

Georgie felt that she was gazing at him, albeit dreamily, and that he was expected to proffer some suggestion. He floundered, thinking desperately of other competitions which Lucia had sponsored.

‘A cup, perhaps?’ he asked desperately.

Lucia nodded sagely.

‘A sound suggestion, Georgie,’ she agreed. ‘I shall see about one immediately. But there is something else that is creeping around at the back of my mind … oh dear, it’s no use.’

Georgie stared across the table rather helplessly. If only she had arrived home a little earlier, he thought, and had time to brief him in advance. She inclined her head slightly towards their lunch guest and suddenly everything fell into place.

‘Oh,’ he said rather weakly, ‘why not invite some of the leading players in the country to come and compete? Why not Mr Harrison-Grey here, for example?’

There was a noticeable softening in the atmosphere, signifying that he had indeed struck the right target.

‘Why, Georgie,’ she said brightly, ‘what a wonderful idea.’

Georgie smiled contentedly as he helped himself and Harrison-Grey to the last of the wine.

‘And let us strike while the iron is hot,’ she continued briskly. ‘Let us issue our first invitation here and now. Mr Harrison-Grey, I do hope that you will honour us by attending?’

Harrison-Grey shifted uneasily.

‘My partner and I do attend tournaments, of course,’ he began, but then halted awkwardly.

Lucia frowned, but then her face cleared as realisation dawned.

‘But as professionals, of course,’ she said. ‘I do understand.’

‘Quite,’ Harrison-Grey said. ‘My usual terms –’

Lucia held up an imperious hand.

‘Pray do not let me embarrass you by being so vulgar as to discuss money at the lunch table. I will pay you and your partner double your usual attendance fee, and I will subscribe a cash prize in addition to the cup of one hundred pounds. Would that be acceptable?’

‘More than acceptable, dear lady,’ Harrison-Grey purred contentedly, savouring the last spicy remnants of his Gewürztraminer.

‘And I think,’ Lucia went on, ‘that we should make it a teams event, don’t you, Georgie? Teams of four. That way we can get all our friends here in Tilling used to the idea.’

‘Yes, if you think so,’ he said.

Looking at Lucia across the table, however, he could not help but feel a palpable sense of unfinished business. She had the look of a woman who knows that she has scored many notable victories, but is conscious that she is still on the brink of her crowning triumph. Troublingly, she seemed to be expecting him to provide her with an opening once again. Frantically he cast around, but found nothing.

‘Teams of four it shall be, then,’ she said, with a meaningfully intent focus on Georgie.

Had there been just the faintest of inflections on the word ‘four’, he wondered? Then he had it.

‘But Lucia,’ he asked innocently, ‘if we need a team of four to enter this tournament, who on earth shall we ask to play with us?’

Harrison-Grey gave a little bow from the seated position, which, had Mr Wyse been present, he would surely have applauded.

‘Should the suggestion prove acceptable,’ he said, ‘I would be delighted to offer the services of my partner and myself.’

‘Why, what a wonderful idea,’ Lucia exclaimed. ‘I would never have entertained that possibility for a moment. Let me accept with alacrity.’

Grosvenor entered the room with coffee and cream on a silver salver. Behind her came Foljambe with the cups and saucers.

‘If you please, sir,’ announced the latter as she bobbed, ‘Miss Bracely telephoned during lunch, and wonders if you can call her back when convenient?’


Chapter 13

‘Any news?’ asked Diva hopefully.

‘Indeed there is,’ Elizabeth Mapp-Flint informed her grimly. ‘Mr Georgie, if you please, is going to open the fête at Tenterden. Not Lucia, mind. Georgie.’

‘No!’ Diva gasped dutifully, and then, ‘Are you sure?’

‘In the newspaper for all to see,’ Major Benjy cut in.

‘I didn’t see it,’ Diva said doubtfully.

‘That’s because you were looking at the Tilling Gazette, I assume, or one of the other Sussex papers,’ Mapp explained. ‘Don’t forget, Tenterden is in Kent. One of Benjy’s friends left the Kent Messenger lying around at the golf club, and he saw it there. Some nonsense about being proud to welcome a distinguished patron of the arts. Pah!’

‘But why should Georgie be opening a fête?’ Diva asked in a puzzled tone of voice as the Bartletts approached. ‘Doesn’t make sense. Not his sort of thing at all. Sure I heard him say once that he hated public speaking. Now, Lucia would be a different matter entirely. She opens things all the time.’

‘She’d open an envelope if she thought there might be a press cutting in it for her,’ Mapp said savagely. ‘Steady, Liz-girl,’ Major Benjy enjoined her, raising his hat to Evie Bartlett.

‘Any news?’ warbled the Padre.

‘News from Tenterden, Padre, yes,’ Mapp replied, eyeing him suspiciously. ‘Why, I’m surprised you should be asking us. After all, you are very much in the swim at Tenterden these days, are you not?’

She popped her head on eye side and stared at him in raptorial fashion. Fortunately the Reverend Bartlett had been subjected to such treatment before, and remained steady under fire.

‘Indeed?’ he asked innocently. ‘News about the fête, would it be?’

‘Mr Georgie to open it. Not Lucia. Very strange,’ telegraphed Diva.

Evie squeaked, though whether in surprise, confirmation or refutation it was difficult to tell.

‘Ah, is that the way of it, now?’ the Padre commented noncommittally.

‘It is indeed the way of it, Padre,’ Mapp said forcefully, ‘and what we’d like to know is why.’

‘I really could’nae say, I’m sure,’ he replied. ‘The last I heard, Mistress Campbell after a wee think had reinvited Mistress Pillson to officiate. Are you sure now that it’s not Mistress Pillson who’s agreed to do the honours?’

‘In the newspaper,’ flashed Diva. ‘Definitely Mr Georgie.’

‘Then I’m afeert I cannae enlighten ye, Mistress Mapp-Flint,’ the Padre said gravely.

Everybody stared at her. ‘Some trick of Lucia’s, obviously,’ Mapp stated robustly.

‘Well, it must be,’ she went on equally robustly. ‘First she avoids having to agree to ask Noël Coward because, as I’m sure we’re all aware, she doesn’t actually know the man at all, then she agrees to open the fête herself, then when her bluff is finally called she substitutes Mr Georgie.’

‘I’m no’ sure I follow,’ the Padre murmured in mild rebellion.

‘Why, don’t you see? She doesn’t want to have to go the fête and face us all, knowing that we had all been expecting her to produce Noël Coward and she wasn’t able to. So I expect she’s invented some other commitment to get out of even going to the thing.’

‘Can’t face us, eh?’ the Major commented, coming out in support. ‘Dare say you’re right, old girl.’

‘Well, of course I’m right,’ his wife continued indignantly, by now getting somewhat red in the face. ‘It’s just another one of her silly lies, only this time she’s been caught out.’

‘Well,’ Diva said dubiously, ‘there may well be a perfectly good reason why Georgie has agreed to open the fête, but if so then blowed if I know what it can be.’

Evie squeaked the suggestion that perhaps Mrs Pillson was expecting house guests that weekend, which led to a loud ‘Pah’ from Elizabeth Mapp-Flint.

‘Well, I’ve said all I’m going to say,’ the latter then stated firmly.

As if doubting her word, the others quickly took their leave and went about their perambulations.

‘No!’ exclaimed Georgie.

‘Yes!’ Olga replied in fine Tilling fashion, though she was in her living room in London.

‘But how an earth did you persuade him?’ Georgie asked. ‘He was so dead set against it, after all.’

‘It just so happened,’ Olga explained, ‘that I found myself in a position to provide him with the three things he wanted most in the whole world, well, for the time being anyway.’

‘Which were?’

‘Which were first a brilliant witticism about politicians, for which I happily tendered Lucia’s bon mot from the other night, and second a case of Noilly Prat.’

‘Golly, I haven’t seen any of that for simply ages,’ Georgie commented. ‘So tarsome. It’s the only way to make a decent dry martini.’

‘Bad enough for you and me, Georgie, but imagine the effect of the drought on Noël, who practically lives on the things. Apparently there’s some legal problem at the moment about importing the stuff from France.’

‘So how did you get hold of it?’ asked Georgie.

‘I rang a chum at the embassy and got some sent over in the diplomatic baggage,’ she said. ‘Easy really.’

‘I never knew you had friends at the French Embassy,’ Georgie said.

‘Oh, I don’t. Well, not really anyway. No, I spoke to someone at the American Embassy and they had some dear little man go out and get it, and then drive to Calais to put it on the afternoon packet under seal. So useful the Americans, don’t you think? Apart from anything else they’re the only people who seem to have an unlimited supply of petrol.’

‘Oh, you are wonderful,’ Georgie marvelled, not for the first time. ‘So what’s the plan?’

‘You and Lucia must allow everyone to go on thinking that Noël isn’t coming,’ Olga instructed him. ‘On the day of the fête, Cadman must take you over to Tenterden and then instead of going back to Tilling, carry on to Ashford to meet the London train. That way nobody will see us arrive at the local station and give the game away. He can drive us back to Tenterden, by which time things should have been underway for at least half an hour or so, and Mapp will be waxing vicious about Lucia – I’m afraid you’ll just have to put up with that, my darling – only to be confounded by the sight of Noël himself, who has been carefully briefed to tell all and sundry about his close and deeply rewarding friendship with Lucia.’

‘Confounded?’ Georgie echoed. ‘Why, she’ll be completely blown out of the water.’

‘Torpedoed and sunk. Let’s just hope she gets the message and gives up all this spiteful nonsense once and for all.’

‘Well, that would be nice,’ Georgie said wistfully, ‘but Elizabeth wouldn’t be Elizabeth without wanting to score off Lucia on a regular basis now, would she?’

‘True, and I suppose Tilling wouldn’t be Tilling either, but it does all get rather wearisome at times.’

‘The awful thing is that, as we said a little while ago, she’s often right – or nearly right, anyway – but then she goes on and on hammering away at it until she’s made a mess of it somehow.’

Olga agreed. ‘Why, if she’d just made one sharp little comment about this business and left it at that, then we wouldn’t have felt compelled to spend all this time spiking her guns and she would probably have got what she wanted, in that everyone would have been left wondering if Lucia had been – over-enthusiastic, shall we say? – about knowing Noël.’

‘And now he’s coming to the fête after all, and everything is lovely again,’ Georgie said contentedly. ‘Oh, Olga, I could clap my hands for joy, but then I’d drop the telephone.’

‘I think I can deliver Johnnie Gielgud as well,’ Olga informed him. ‘Noël is so distraught about the whole thing that I think he’d welcome the moral support, and Johnnie thinks the whole affair is deliciously amusing.’

‘Oh,’ gasped Georgie, ‘Noël Coward and John Gielgud. Such a shame that Lucia won’t get a chance to meet them. She won’t be there, you know.’

‘Don’t worry about that,’ Olga said briskly. ‘They’re going to stay the weekend at Mallards so Lucia can show them off at dinner.’

‘Oh,’ said Georgie again in awe.

‘But security must be total and absolute, Georgie. The success of this whole operation depends entirely on surprise. I would suggest that Lucia tells the staff to prepare for house guests but doesn’t say who, and swears them to secrecy on the point anyway. And she can send out invitations to dinner as if it’s just a po’ di mu or something like that.’

‘Well, we haven’t had one of those for ages, actually,’ Georgie mused, ‘so that would certainly look credible. Oh, I say, you don’t think …?’

‘The answer is yes,’ Olga said, ‘I’ve already asked him. If Lucia asks him nicely, he’ll sing a couple of songs for us.’

‘Oh, Olga, how can I ever thank you?’ Georgie said. ‘You’ve made everything quite parfect.’

‘It’s enough to know that Lucia won’t have to be unhappy any more,’ Olga said gently, ‘nor you, of course.’

Georgie had actually said ‘Au reservoir’ and was about to replace the receiver, when he suddenly snatched it back and said ‘Olga?’

Luckily he just caught her before she had a chance to replace the handset at her end.

‘Mm?’

‘Olga, you said that Noël wanted three things and you only mentioned two: the joke and the Noilly Prat. What was the third thing?’

‘Oh, that,’ Olga replied, slightly embarrassed. ‘Well, I’m afraid I had to pledge your credit, so to speak. I had to promise Noël something on your behalf.’

‘Anything,’ he assured her, ‘anything at all.’

‘I’m glad you feel like that,’ she said, sounding relieved. ‘You see, you’re going to have to give him the last six bottles of the 1928 Petrus.’

This time Georgie really did drop the telephone. Giving a little cry, he staggered backwards and sat down heavily on the ormolu effect chair in the telephone room. He pulled his handkerchief from his top pocket and pressed it over his mouth to suppress a sob. Happily, the smell of sandalwood seemed to have a soothing effect. He took a deep cologne-infused breath and picked up the receiver.

‘Georgie,’ Olga said with concern, having heard both the cry and the sob. ‘Are you all right?’

‘Yes, I think so,’ he assured her weakly.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she sympathised.

‘Don’t worry,’ came the response, firmer now. ‘At times like this, sacrifices must be made.’

At Grebe that evening Elizabeth Mapp-Flint was still brooding over the news of the morning. Her husband eyed her warily, his mood not improved by the fact that Withers’ chosen dish of the day was smoked haddock, something he considered entirely inappropriate to set before a man who had held the King’s commission.

‘I should drop it, Liz,’ he said shortly, having pushed his haddock around his plate while he tried to address his boiled potatoes with some appearance of enthusiasm. He speculated gloomily on what the inhabitants of Mallards might be enjoying for dinner. Surely Lucia’s cook could have turned this unappetising repast into kedgeree and pommes lyonaisses, while Grosvenor would have whistled up a bottle of hock from the cellar?

‘Drop what?’ she replied equally shortly.

‘This fête thing,’ he said. ‘Dare say you’re right, of course. In fact,’ he went on hastily, waving his fork in the air, ‘I’m sure you are, but that doesn’t mean you can get to the bottom of it, at least not on the information available, anyway.’

‘It’s so vexing, though,’ she responded crossly. ‘There she is pulling the wool over everybody’s eyes, and nobody seems to care.’

‘Oh no,’ the Major assured her with another wave of his fork, ‘I can’t believe that, old girl. Fact is, they’re all just waiting for Lucia to fall flat on her face. It must get pretty sickening for everyone to see her win all the time.’

His wife’s scowl threatened to engulf the room. Her mouth opened but before she could utter anything he tried to extricate himself from the bear-trap into which he appeared inadvertently to have stepped.

‘Appear to get the better of you, I meant to say of course. Not that anyone could get the better of you, that is …’

Silence greeted these remarks so he tried again.

‘After all, look at what happened when she presented that monstrosity of a painting to the town council, or when she tried to open that museum to herself. You had her measure, what?’

He gazed at her in trepidation, and was relieved to note that her scowl had suddenly softened.

‘Benjy-boy,’ she said almost dreamily, ‘I do believe you’ve hit on it.’

Now it was her husband’s turn to look blank.

‘On what?’

She gave a little laugh and gazed fondly across the table at him.

‘Your famous flank attack, you know. The way to take her by surprise.’

‘Jolly good!’ he commented enthusiastically.

He gave up the unequal struggle with his haddock and laid down his knife and fork, having created an almost unrecognisable mess in the middle of his plate. He took a gulp of water and winced in distaste.

‘I say,’ he ventured hopefully, ‘you don’t fancy a glass of something, do you?’

‘I do not,’ she responded firmly.

Seeing his obviously crestfallen expression, she relented.

‘But that’s no reason you shouldn’t have a chota peg, Benjy, particularly when you have just played Dr Watson to my Sherlock Holmes.’

‘Ah,’ he said in a tone of voice which he trusted conveyed deep understanding of whatever it was to which she was referring.

He crossed the room to the tantalus and returned with a generous measure of whisky and soda.

‘Don’t suppose you’d care to enlighten me?’ he asked casually as he sat down again.

She twirled a frond of hair around her fingers girlishly.

‘Do you know,’ she said coquettishly, ‘I don’t think I shall. After all, surely it’s best for the object of the – flank attack, did you call it? – to remain a closely guarded secret?’

‘Oh, quite so, Liz, quite so,’ he agreed. ‘And it’s most important that you don’t give any indication that your frontal assault is not the real thing. So you mustn’t let up on this Tenterden business. You have to keep her completely occupied with that, or she’ll never allow herself to be taken by surprise by … by whatever else it is you have in mind.’

He glanced at her pleadingly, but to no avail.

‘What a clever old Benjy-boy you are,’ she purred, reaching out across the table and stroking his hand. ‘What on earth would I do without my big brave soldier to advise me on tactics?’

‘Ah,’ he said proudly, gazing at her fondly. Sadly, however, this did not induce her to recognise that his glass was now empty.

‘And I will follow your advice of course,’ she said. ‘I think we shall go to the fête next weekend.’

‘I expect the whole of Tilling will be there,’ came his rejoinder. ‘Perhaps we should hire a charabanc, what?’

‘Goodness, are those still around?’ Elizabeth asked. ‘I haven’t seen one for years. Do you remember how dozens of them used to come down to the beach every weekend in the summer?’

‘Well, a coach then,’ the Major said, waving his hand in impatience at having to deal with petty technical details. ‘Doesn’t matter what it is. I bet there’d be plenty of takers. Diva Plaistow and the Bartletts for a start. What’s the Padre to do otherwise? Cycle all the way there with Evie on the crossbar?’

He chortled at the thought.

‘We shall!’ she said, beaming at him delightedly. ‘Hang the expense, Benjy! Hire a coach – a small one, mind – and put a notice in Twemlow’s window asking anyone interested in coming along to contact us here.’

‘Are you sure?’ the Major asked in alarm. ‘Suppose we get some dreadful oiks asking to come with us?’

‘We shall simply tell them that the coach is already fully booked, silly,’ his wife explained. ‘Now, how does one go about hiring a coach, Benjy?’

‘Nothing simpler, old thing,’ he replied with a despairing glance at the tantalus. ‘The cove at the garage on the Military Road has one he uses for church outings and things. I’ll ask him tomorrow. Should get a decent deal as well. I happen to know he wants to join the golf club.’

‘Clever boy,’ Mapp said admiringly. ‘Oh very well, have another drink if you must.’

He rose with alacrity to take advantage of this suggestion.

‘Are you sure, though, Liz old girl? About the expense, I mean? Even if I can get a good deal it’s likely to cost a pretty penny or two.’

The noble sentiments of meanness and jealousy competed briefly in his wife’s ample breast, with the latter emerging triumphant.

‘Go ahead,’ she commanded magnanimously. ‘After all, it’s about time that people realised that Lulu is not Tilling’s only benefactress.’

‘Quai-Hai, then,’ Major Benjy replied, hiding his glass with his free hand. ‘I’ll go and see the feller in the morning.’

The next morning over breakfast Mrs Mapp-Flint tried several versions of an invitation to select members of the public to accept a lift to the Tenterden fête, finally settling upon the following:

Tenterden Fête

Major and Mrs Mapp-Flint have generously procured a coach to travel to and from the fête at Tenterden this coming weekend. Any residents of Tilling wishing to take advantage of this kind offer are invited to apply by note of hand to Mrs Mapp-Flint at Grebe.

She wrote out a fair copy of this on to a postcard, which the Major placed carefully in an inside pocket of his jacket before tugging the peak of his cap and striding purposefully in the direction of the Military Road. Since this lay beyond Tilling, and Tilling itself a good mile and a half from Grebe, this was not a short walk. Some forty minutes later he arrived at the garage, rather red in the face, and accosted the owner.

‘Ah, Williams,’ he boomed, taking off his cap to mop his brow, ‘got some business for you.’

‘Really, Major?’ the target of his custom replied in a puzzled tone of voice, for he knew full well that the Mapp-Flints did not possess a motor car.

‘Yes, want to hire your coach for the Tenterden fête this Saturday. Need a good rate, mind. After all, we golf club members must stick together, what?’

The Major gave a hearty guffaw designed to lead into embarrassed recognition that Williams was not yet a member and a sincere offer to do something about this sorry state of affairs in the near future. As it was, this second part of his intended scenario failed to materialise as he became aware that Williams was shaking his head sorrowfully.

‘Sorry, Major, can’t be done. My coach is booked for the whole of Saturday. If only you’d come yesterday. I would so like to have accommodated you.’

At this point a rather dashing pre-war Humber Tourer drew up at the petrol pump and, after excusing himself, Williams went off to collect the driver’s petrol vouchers and dispense a carefully measured allowance into its capacious fuel tank, leaving his visitor to ruminate on this unexpected and unwelcome turn of events.

When the garage owner returned, wiping his hands on a rag, the Major tried again.

‘This is awkward, Williams,’ said he, wondering how he was going to explain the failure of his mission to the little woman. ‘Fact is, I was counting on you, don’t you know.’

‘Tell you what, Major,’ Williams replied. ‘There’s old Hughes who has a coach business over in Hastings. Why don’t you try him?’

The Major’s countenance brightened.

‘That’s the ticket,’ he said. ‘Now we’re getting somewhere. Don’t have his telephone number, I suppose?’

‘Afraid not, Major,’ Williams replied.

In fact he had it tucked behind the till but he knew that the next step would be the Major asking to use his phone, and both he and his wife held very strong views about strangers running up charges on their telephone. The Major, however, accepted this news with the manly demeanour to be expected of one who had patrolled the dangerous passes of the North West Frontier, and prepared for the long walk back to Grebe.

‘Well, goodbye, Major Finn,’ said Williams. ‘Sorry not to have been able to help.’

‘My name is Flint,’ the Major said stiffly. ‘Mapp-Flint now, actually.’

‘Well, there’s a coincidence,’ Williams said. ‘Mine is Gillings.’


Chapter 14

Major Mapp-Flint arrived home in poor humour, having had a long walk in each direction to no good purpose. Having rung for a restorative pot of tea, he bellowed at directory enquiries for a while until they found the number for Hughes’s Motorworks in Hastings. This process took longer than it should have done as the operator proved unfamiliar with the Major’s standard greeting of ‘Quai-Hai!’, took it to be a Chinese restaurant and asked him to spell it. The Major’s subsequent explanations grew so increasingly irritated that the operator soon pretended there was a fault on the line, and rang off.

He was fortunate that the next time he called, a different operator answered, and by avoiding Hindustani entirely he managed to make himself tolerably well understood. Having dialled the number he was given, he asked for old Mr Hughes.

Unfortunately it turned out that old Mr Hughes was now young Mr Hughes, who seemed to have little idea of the proper respect due to a former officer of the King’s former Indian Army. While happy to accommodate the Major’s request, he stoutly refused to accept the booking without receipt of a ten shilling deposit.

Fuming, the Major sat down and penned a brief note confirming the arrangements (2 p.m. on Saturday at the gun platform), took a lengthy slurp of tea which was really still too hot to drink, jammed his cap back on his head and set off once more.

Arriving in Tilling about half an hour later, he queued at the post office for a stamp for his letter and a ten shilling postal order. Having placed the latter in the envelope, he sealed it, licked the stamp and stuck it on, and deposited it in the letter box. Having done so, he looked around himself with the air of a man who is pleased with a job well done. His gaze chancing upon the King’s Arms, he entered the lounge bar and ordered a large whisky and soda. Since this seemed to disappear with some rapidity, he ordered another.

Some time later he stood up, wiped his moustache and proceeded to Twemlow’s. Approaching the counter, he took from his pocket the postcard with the announcement written upon it and the requisite threepenny bit for one week’s display. The young lady behind the counter glanced at it, as she had been instructed to do by Mr Twemlow, to check that it contained nothing unseemly. There had been an embarrassing incident a year or so earlier when a lady had succeeded in slipping a card offering French lessons past his defences. Fortunately the lady in question had turned out to be a retired governess from Frinton-on-Sea, and a stream of gentleman callers had left her cottage linguistically enhanced, but otherwise uninspired.

A frown creased the youthful face of the shop girl.

‘Surely there must be some mistake, sir?’ she enquired.

‘I don’t think so,’ the Major replied, taking back the card to scan it. ‘No, it’s all in order.’

‘But haven’t you seen the card that’s in the window already, sir?’

‘Card? What card?’

She raised the flap of the counter and walked the length of the shop towards the window. Opening the partition at the rear, she carefully removed a card.

‘Not those damn French lessons again, eh what?’

‘No, sir, nothing like that,’ she replied patiently, handing him the card.

He gazed at it, first in irritation, for he was anxious to be home, then in bewilderment, and finally in consternation. Then he looked at his own card. Then he tried holding them side by side. In the end he gave the other card back to the girl with a glazed expression. As he left the shop, she was refastening the card to the noticeboard.

Tenterden Fête – an invitation

A coach will be provided for the convenience of all who wish to witness George Pillson, Esq. open the fête in Tenterden on Saturday next. Departing the gun platform at 1.45 p.m. All welcome. A note to Mrs George Pillson at Mallards would be appreciated but is not essential.

The Major wandered back towards Grebe in a daze. What did it mean? Suddenly he realised that it must be Lucia who had booked the coach of that grubby little man at the garage. He realised too that he had just sent a man in Hastings a postal order for ten shillings for a purpose now overtaken by events. He paused and then, gloomily, turned and began to walk back towards Tilling.

At 5.30 prompt the postman arrived to empty the letter box. As he opened the door with his key and began to remove the contents of the box, he became aware of a looming presence close behind him.

‘Ah,’ said the looming presence. ‘Glad I’ve caught you.’

As the Major had spent the last two and a half hours in the public library, being stared at suspiciously by a thin, ugly librarian, he was not in the best of moods.

‘Was there something I can do for you, sir?’ asked the postman warily.

‘Yes,’ came the curt reply. ‘Fact is, sent a letter earlier. Didn’t mean to. All a mistake. Grateful if I could have it back.’

‘I’m afraid I can’t do that, sir,’ the postman responded. ‘More than my job’s worth.’

‘What damn fool nonsense is that?’ demanded the Major. ‘It’s my letter, dammit, what?’

‘Not any more, sir,’ the postman contended stoutly. ‘As soon as it goes into this box it belongs to the King. Nobody has the right to interfere with His Majesty’s mail. Once it’s in the post it has to be delivered. That’s the law.’

As if the word ‘law’ was imbued with some magic quality, a constable appeared behind the protagonists while the Major was launching into a vigorous and somewhat noisy rejoinder.

‘Now then, Major Mapp-Flint, what seems to be the problem?’ he enquired, having waited for the latter to pause for breath.

‘Damn fool won’t give me my letter back,’ the Major explained. ‘Posted in error, don’t you know.’

‘I’m afraid he’s acting quite properly, sir,’ the constable replied evenly. ‘Interfering with His Majesty’s mail is a criminal offence, you know.’

The Major looked mutinous.

‘As is impersonating a police officer, for example,’ the policeman continued, with a meaningful glance.

‘Ah,’ said the Major sheepishly. He had a dim recollection that one night before the war, having been injudiciously over-appreciative of Lucia’s port, he had been discovered stopping cars in the High Street and demanding to see their occupants’ driving licences on the grounds that he was a plain clothes police officer on point duty.

‘Why don’t you be off home now, Major?’ the constable suggested after a pause. ‘Much the best thing. ’Spect your wife will be waiting for you.’

The thought of his wife waiting for him at home failed to lift the Major’s spirits but, acknowledging defeat, he turned and began the long walk back to Grebe for the last time that day. As he went he muttered something which might have been, ‘God bless His Majesty,’ but probably was not.

An intense and difficult family conference ensued that evening when Major Mapp-Flint finally arrived home, footsore and with a headache. To rub salt into the wound, his wife’s mien and general attitude appeared to imply that the whole sorry mess was somehow his fault. In the circumstances the only sane response to this insane allegation seemed to be to retreat in dignified silence behind his copy of the Daily Telegraph and await an apology. This approach turned out on mature reflection to be unwise, for two reasons. First, no apology was in fact forthcoming, and he should have anticipated this eventuality as his wife had never been known to apologise for anything in her life. Second, he had already read the same newspaper over breakfast, and had not much liked its contents then either.

He was thus now faced with the dilemma of how to move from his self-imposed retreat in the depths of his armchair without it looking like at best a tactical withdrawal, and at worst an acceptance of defeat. His mind ran through a number of options, including lighting a cigarette and setting his paper on fire at the same time, but this seemed less than ideal as the nearest pack of cigarettes was on the sideboard on the other side of the room.

Suddenly, his wife spoke.

‘But what are we to do, Benjy?’ she wailed, throwing down her knitting in vexation.

While a resumption of conversation was welcome in general terms, he decided to proceed cautiously. It remained to be discovered whether this parley signalled a return to normal relations or a further assault on his already injured male sensibilities.

He considered the situation thoughtfully. While she seemed intent on ignoring entirely her blatant attempt to shift the blame for this disaster on to his manly shoulders, her request for assistance at least suggested a shift towards an acknowledgement of the natural superiority of the male of the species. In the circumstances, it was probably the best outcome for which he might reasonably have wished. With a sigh, he laid aside the Daily Telegraph, with its sad story of a scoutmaster in Godalming only half reread, and squared those manly shoulders.

‘Been thinking about that,’ he replied judiciously. ‘Bit of a poser, what?’

‘So what’s the answer?’ she enquired, staring at him intently.

The Major’s initial intention was to say, ‘Blowed if I know, old girl,’ and enquire what was for dinner, but he wisely refrained. He had an instinct that should he do so his wife might deploy a wide array of counter-attacking weaponry, ranging from accusations of gross insensitivity to foaming at the mouth and driving her knitting needles into his thigh. There was also of course the possibility that she might caustically enquire why it was, given that he been turning the matter over in his mind, that his prodigious intelligence had entirely failed to arrive at a helpful conclusion. Since his instinct on this occasion was to some extent sound, the recently strained marital relationship of the Mapp-Flints was happily not to be further tested that evening.

‘Why not just press ahead anyway?’ he ventured. ‘After all, we can’t get our deposit back, and we’ve got no other way of getting to Tenterden ourselves. Not unless you are planning to accept Lucia’s offer, and I can’t see you being inclined to do that.’

‘Oh, don’t be silly, Benjy,’ she said brusquely. ‘If we do that then everyone will simply say that we are copying Lucia.’

The Major noted silently that whenever his wife’s plans went awry they underwent a subtle but significant transformation from being ‘her’ plans to ‘their’ plans. Sensibly he laid this insight aside and soldiered on regardless.

‘But you thought of it first,’ he said reasonably.

‘Yes, but she got her note in Twemlow’s first,’ Elizabeth replied. ‘No, that won’t do, Benjy, it simply won’t.’

There seemed to be little reply to this, and so he proffered none.

‘Oh, why is life so unfair?’ she burst out suddenly.

The Major felt a strong desire to pick up his newspaper again, though sadly such a course of action was unthinkable, even for a husband who had been as sorely tried as he had that day. There was no acceptable answer that could be given to this question, as he knew well, for his wife posed it several times a week. Now, as then, he decided to treat it as rhetorical.

‘Ah,’ he said with what he hoped would be interpreted as deep sympathy.

‘I mean to say,’ she went on, though whether this elaboration was intended for him, or by way of a soliloquy to vent her own frustrations was unclear, ‘I think of something designed solely as a charitable gesture to give pleasure to my fellow man, and Lulu gets hold of it and twists everything somehow, and makes it hers. It’s wicked, Benjy, pure wickedness.’

‘What I don’t understand,’ he said thoughtfully, ‘is how she found out. It’s all very well us saying that she stole our idea –’

‘Which she did, of course,’ his wife interjected, glaring at him ominously.

‘Which she did, of course,’ he added hurriedly, ‘but that doesn’t answer the question: how did she know?’

‘Perhaps Withers told Grosvenor,’ she suggested, after a pause for thought. ‘They are friends, I believe.’

‘But how?’ the Major persisted. ‘Yesterday wasn’t her afternoon off, was it? So how could she have told her, even if she wanted to?’

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ she said irritably. ‘Perhaps it was Grosvenor’s afternoon off and she popped in to visit for a while. We wouldn’t have seen her, would we? She would have used the tradesmen’s entrance.’

‘Maybe,’ the Major conceded reluctantly, ‘but I still say it’s a rum do.’

‘Are you seriously suggesting,’ Elizabeth began, in that dangerously calm tone which she always employed when seeking to demonstrate very clearly to her husband that he was a congenital idiot, ‘that Lulu and I should have hit upon exactly the same idea – exactly the same, mind you – at exactly the same time, quite independently of each other?’

‘It does seem a bit of a coincidence,’ he admitted.

There was a pause while she digested matters further.

‘Benjy,’ she asked suddenly, ‘remind me what it was that you told me once about coincidence.’

‘Eh?’

He gazed at her warily. Coincidence, often extreme coincidence, was a common feature of his regular excuses as to why he was late home after a round of golf. What new fiendish stratagem was this, and to what nefarious aim might it be directed?

‘Oh, you remember,’ she reminded him. ‘What was it your commanding officer told you about being ambushed by the Pathans when you first joined the regiment?’

‘That there’s no such thing as coincidence,’ he said weightily, ‘only enemy action.’

‘There you are, then,’ she concluded with vicious satisfaction. ‘Enemy action. Somehow that woman got hold of my plan and managed to forestall me.’

‘But the other afternoon, you know,’ her husband said hurriedly, ‘old Wilkinson’s car really did run out of petrol. Silly blighter had run out of fuel vouchers. And I only stayed as long as I did in the bar because I was relying on him for a lift. You see, coincidences can happen.’

Elizabeth was staring grimly into the distance with her lips drawn slightly back across her teeth. She appeared not to be listening to him, so he tried again.

‘And that lady who was offering French lessons,’ he proffered. ‘That was a coincidence too.’

His wife relinquished her fantasy of offence being repaid by retribution.

‘What on earth are you talking about?’ she demanded.

‘That woman who was giving French lessons,’ he faltered.

Suddenly he was wondering if this had been such a sensible area to touch upon after all.

‘What about her?’

‘Well, she was giving French lessons, don’t you know.’

His wife gazed at him blankly.

‘So what was the coincidence?’

‘That she was giving French lessons.’

‘But you went there for French lessons, Benjy. I distinctly remember you telling me that you wanted to improve your French in case we went on holiday to France again.’

Major Benjamin Mapp-Flint was beginning to stare at his wife with a determinedly stupid expression on his face.

‘That’s right.’

Elizabeth once again began to employ her ‘Why do I have to have such a buffoon for a husband?’ tone of voice.

‘Let me just be quite sure that I’ve got this right, Benjy. You went there for French lessons?’

‘Absolutely.’

‘And when you arrived you found that she was giving French lessons and you did in fact have some French lessons?’

‘Quite.’

‘And you thought that to be a coincidence?’

‘At the time, yes,’ the Major relied airily. ‘But now that I come to think of it, Liz old girl, perhaps not such a good example of one after all, what?’

His wife stared at him very strangely. She seemed on the point of further enquiry. The Major rapidly prepared a line of possible responses. Fortunately these were not to be required after all, as something else obviously suddenly occurred to her.

‘And,’ she said viciously, ‘she has quite gratuitously cost me ten shillings.’


Chapter 15

‘Any news?’ enquired the Mapp-Flints as they encountered Diva and Quaint Irene in the High Street.

‘Yes!’ Irene and Diva said together. Then Irene went on alone.

‘Haven’t you seen Lucia’s card in the window of Twemlow’s?’

‘Oh, about the coach you mean? Hardly “news”, quaint one,’ Mapp replied, lifting her nose ever so slightly higher in the air. ‘No, not that, though isn’t it just like her? So wonderful! So kind! So generous!’

The sight of Irene Coles, or anybody else for that matter, visibly hugging herself at the thought of how wonderful Lucia was, sadly deluded though such a belief might be, made Mapp feel quite nauseous, and she swallowed hard.

‘Other card,’ signalled Diva. ‘Not that one at all.’

Both Mapp-Flints looked puzzled.

‘Thou speakest in riddles, dear one,’ Mapp said.

‘Why, how can you have seen one but not the other?’ Irene wondered. ‘Surely the words “bridge tournament” must have simply leapt off the card at you?’

Elizabeth Mapp-Flint gave her husband a hard stare. Clearly they were going to exchange words on the subject of his powers of observation, but that would have to await a more private moment.

‘Bridge tournament?’ she mused. ‘Why surely that’s what we do when we get together once a week or so, isn’t it? Hardly merits a card in Twemlow’s at threepence a week.’

‘No, silly, a real tournament,’ Diva enlightened her. ‘In the town hall. People invited from all over the country. Cash prizes, a cup and everything.’

‘Now let me see,’ Mapp said, pinching the bridge of nose, ‘I wonder who is being so gracious as to put up cash prizes, and pay for a cup, not to mention the expense of promoting the event all over the country?’

‘Lucia, of course,’ Irene enthused. ‘Isn’t it just like her?’

Mapp had known this answer was coming, of course, but she pinched her nose yet harder in involuntary rage. She took a deep breath through her mouth and then released her fingers, leaving a bright red mark on each side of her nose.

‘Lady Bountiful, of course,’ she said, her rage getting the better of her. ‘How generous she is, and how grateful we all are.’

She sketched a deep curtsey towards Mallards, as Irene and Diva looked at each other uneasily. At times like this, Elizabeth Mapp-Flint was not shown at her best.

‘Well,’ she went on, affecting great unconcern. ‘I find that I can enjoy playing bridge quite well enough without the lure of cash prizes, so I shall be content to carry on playing at tea time with a few chosen friends. That’s the way we have always done things in Tilling and that’s the way things will carry on being done, despite the efforts of parvenus to introduce nasty new-fangled ideas. Bridge tournament indeed! Why, I’m only surprised that she hasn’t suggested a bridge club.’

‘She has,’ Irene said promptly.

‘A bridge club?’ Mapp said disbelievingly. ‘That’s the first I’ve heard of it.’

‘Should read Twemlow’s window a bit more thoroughly, Mapp,’ that hateful Irene hooted. ‘Application list open in the public library.’

‘Nobody will join,’ Mapp said at once. ‘It’ll be just like that time she first stood for the town council and nobody voted for her. She’ll just make herself look ridiculous.’

‘Nobody voted for you either,’ interjected Irene unhelpfully.

‘That is neither here nor there,’ Mapp swept on. ‘I say nobody will sign up and it will be just her and Georgie, and perhaps a few local tradesmen who don’t want to lose her business. Well, let’s see how she likes playing bridge with butchers and greengrocers while we all carry on as normal without her!’

She found this prospect greatly comforting, and her rage began to dissipate.

‘Well, we’ve just been to sign up, actually,’ Diva said awkwardly. ‘I mean, it all seems so much fun.’

‘So has most of the town from the look of things,’ Irene added, rubbing salt into the wound. ‘I saw the Wyses and the Bartletts, for a start.’

‘But how can you all be so foolish?’ Mapp cried, her rage rising again, and to new levels. ‘Can’t you see what she’s doing? This is just one more thing she can control!’

‘Well, it would be churlish not to elect her as the first President, or Chairman, or whatever, wouldn’t it?’ Diva asked. ‘After all it was her idea, and she is paying for everything.’

‘That woman,’ hissed Mapp, suddenly icy calm, ‘will not rest until she controls the entire world, you mark my words.’

‘You should have kept control of that coven of yours, Mapp,’ horrid Irene said, as she stuck her hands in her pockets and sauntered off. ‘I thought being chief witch really suited you.’

Diva looked embarrassed, as well she might, for she had been present as a committee member on that fateful day, and had voted to install Lucia as Mapp’s successor. This had resulted in a curt note announcing a permanent rupture of the ‘I think further correspondence between us would be superfluous’ variety which, in the best Tilling tradition of permanent ruptures, had lasted for at least three days.

As the three of them moved on along the High Street with their shopping baskets, they chanced upon Lucia and Georgie coming in the opposite direction.

‘Elizabetha mia!’ Lucia cried, with every appearance of enthusiasm, while Georgie and the Major raised their hats.

‘Dear worship,’ Elizabeth replied, ‘so you are come amongst us once more. What joy!’

‘I was not aware that I had been away, Elizabeth,’ Lucia said, with a quizzical glance at Diva as though she too might have noticed stray symptoms of senility in Elizabeth Mapp-Flint’s recent behaviour.

‘Perhaps not, dear one,’ Mapp responded, ‘but we haven’t seen each other for positively ages, n’est ce pas? Perhaps it’s just my bad fortune not to have been present at the same time as you go shopping.’

‘Quite possibly, dear,’ Lucia agreed.

‘Well, we have been busy,’ Georgie added, thinking that Lucia’s last remark, though perfectly apt, might bear a little softening.

‘So I hear,’ came Mapp’s rejoinder. ‘Fêtes, and coaches, and bridge tournaments, and opera houses – why, I really don’t know how you find the time, Lucia. You leave the rest of us feeling quite dizzy trying to keep up with you.’

It was a shame that Elizabeth Mapp-Flint had never learned how properly to deploy irony as a verbal tool, since this omission tended to rob her conversation of its intended wit and suggest instead a naked venom of a type often employed by middle-aged ladies of the terminally dissatisfied persuasion.

‘Talking of coaches, Elizabeth …’ the Major interjected.

‘Ah yes,’ Mapp said heavily, ‘Benjy is reminding me to ask if we may take advantage of your kind offer of a ride in your coach on Saturday.’

The other three looked at each other, since the request had been uttered in a tone of barely concealed anger for which there appeared to be no reasonable cause.

‘Delighted!’ Lucia answered. ‘Why I will go back to Mallards straightaway and put your names on the list. How thoughtful of you to ask, Elizabeth. We have had a very gratifying response already and it would have been dreadful to have had to leave such good friends disappointed. Why, if things go on like this, we might have to hire a second coach as well.’

This information did not seem to improve Mapp’s mood.

‘Talking of the bridge tournament,’ Diva said brightly, ‘I’m going to enter with Irene. How exciting! So looking forward to it.’

‘Excellent, Diva,’ Lucia said approvingly, ‘but you will need to be four players, not two.’

Diva looked blank, as indeed did the Mapp-Flints.

‘It’s a teams tournament, you see,’ Georgie explained eagerly. ‘Instead of playing as a pair, you play as two pairs, and you score points based on your combined results.’

Major Benjy still looked blank but across the faces of both Diva and Elizabeth flashed sudden comprehension followed by clear signs, to the experienced Tilling observer, of the equally sudden impact of a very good idea that must at all costs be hidden from one’s companions, old and dear friends though they might be.

‘Thank you so much for explaining that, dear Mr Georgie,’ Mapp said with the sickly smile which she was sure others found most endearing. ‘Goodness, so much innovation! But Benjy and I will of course enter. Such a noble venture requires everyone’s support, don’t you think? Come along, Benjy, let’s go to the library right now before Lucia’s list fills up so much that there isn’t even room to squeeze in our names. Au reservoir, everybody.’

With this she seized the Major by the arm and propelled him along the High Street as quickly as her somewhat bovine gait would permit.

Diva too gabbled an ‘Au reservoir’ and set off in pursuit.

‘Oi!’ she said loudly as she came up behind them. ‘I thought you said you were going to the library?’

This was a reasonable line of enquiry, since the Mapp-Flints were heading for the Church Square, while the library lay in the opposite direction.

‘Sorry, dear?’ Mapp said vaguely, affecting either not to hear or not to understand.

‘The library,’ said Diva. ‘Wrong way.’

‘Just have a few things to attend to first, dear,’ Mapp replied airily, quickening her pace.

This meant of course that Diva too had to quicken her pace, and the ensuing events caused something of a spectacle for those passers-by who witnessed it.

In order properly to appreciate its nature, it should be explained that the pavements of Tilling are narrow. This slight drawback is dealt with in good Tilling fashion by walking in the road, but this is an exercise which must be conducted with caution, since the streets of Tilling are cobbled, and sprained or even broken ankles not unknown.

Both Diva Plaistow and Elizabeth Mapp-Flint had achieved that mature roundness of figure which made sharing a pavement with anyone a near impossibility. This meant that in order to overtake her friend, Diva had to step out into the road. Since Major Mapp-Flint had already done so in chivalrous fashion to allow his wife full use of the pavement, this meant that Diva had to overtake not one obstacle but two. She was thus forced to veer right out into the middle of the road.

In fact this proved to be not quite so much a disadvantage as might at first be thought, since in the middle of the road she encountered a flat, uncobbled section which had presumably been intended for a horse to be able to pull a cart or carriage without the risk of incurring lameness on the cobbles. This largely nullified Elizabeth’s initial advantage.

However, in the time which it had taken Diva to gain this firm going in the centre of the track, Elizabeth had made considerable progress on the rails, and so Diva had to quicken her pace considerably in order to catch her up and, if possible, pass her. As Elizabeth was not wearing blinkers, she was able to spot this manoeuvre out of the corner of her eye and put in a spurt of her own to compensate.

Since the route from the High Street to the Church Square ran steeply uphill, Tilling was now treated to the sight of two of its better-known figures striding grimly uphill, both growing rapidly red in the face, and with their faces set in a rictus of distress as they sucked in the breath eagerly to struggle on. The Major, despite his best efforts, felt unable to match this unexpected turn of speed and soon fell back a length or so; it was clear that, in the absence of a steward’s enquiry, he would not be placed.

Diva had, by a supreme effort of will, now drawn level with Elizabeth and between them they had attracted the attention of two delivery boys, who had abandoned their missions and were shouting encouragement, one favouring the early leader on the rails, and the other the late challenger on the outside. Attracted by the commotion, passing shoppers also turned to watch events unfold.

Elizabeth tried to respond with a fresh acceleration but she began to feel an agonising shortness of breath, and deeply regretted the unyielding efficiency of her foundation garment. As if by divine intervention, however, the object of her quest – the Reverend Kenneth Bartlett, the best bridge player in Tilling – suddenly hove into view at the top of the hill. The sight of him drove her to persevere in a fresh effort, her elbows pumping vigorously and her breath making great hissing noises as she forcibly expelled it.

Needless to say the Padre was also Diva’s objective, and she locked on to him like a battle cruiser tracking a pocket battleship. Their mutual target meantime came to a halt and stared open-mouthed at the scene which met his eyes. Luckily there was little time for his reaction to progress beyond simple surprise, as the prospect of two formidably endowed ladies bearing down on him with expressions of grim determination might otherwise quite understandably have been found highly distressing.

It was at this point that a riderless horse intervened in the shape of a small blue van which, having come around Church Square, turned into the street and came face to face with Diva Plaistow charging uphill as if storming an enemy redoubt. For a moment, disaster threatened and the Padre was not alone in experiencing an involuntary sharp intake of breath.

Fortunately the lorry was proceeding slowly, in accordance with the town council’s traffic ordinances, the driver was alert and the van’s brakes had recently been attended to. As Diva gazed in horror at the approaching radiator grille, the van slithered to a halt inches in front of her. Overcome by a mixture of shock and her exertions, she leaned forward and placed her hands on the bonnet, gasping and whooping.

This of course left her rival a free run at the Padre. Seeing that her primacy was no longer threatened, Elizabeth slowed to a walk but her breathing refused to return to normal. She staggered the last dozen steps, but by the time she reached him was still incapable of speech. Indeed she seemed to be having trouble focusing her eyes, let alone speaking, and started to sag towards him. Reluctantly, for he was unsure whether even the wiry frame of a former amateur boxing champion was equal to such a task, he reached out his hands to support her.

Physical intervention was luckily to prove unnecessary. By a supreme effort of will she managed to hold herself upright and stare at him. Normal speech, though, was still beyond her. Conscious that Diva might yet prove a late arrival and steal her thunder, she gazed at him with a deeply beseeching expression and made plaintive little whimpering noises.

Diva had indeed finally crossed to the pavement after her narrow escape and was once again labouring upwards, though still a few lengths from the finishing post. In the meantime, Major Benjy, himself very red in the face, had put in an appearance at Mapp’s shoulder, saying, ‘My God, Liz-girl, are you all right?’

The Major’s overpowering sentiment, other than natural concern for his wife’s well-being, was one of puzzlement, since he had no idea what his wife had been thinking about when she launched her reckless uphill dash. The last time that a woman had suddenly run away from him without a word had been in a cinema in Eastbourne, after she had chosen to disregard his perfectly reasonable explanation that he had dropped his fob watch and was looking for it under her seat.

His wife now directed her whimpering noises to him, which after some delay he managed to comprehend, and as Diva finally arrived she was just in time to hear his interpretation.

‘I think the memsahib is asking if you would join our team for the bridge tournament, Padre,’ he ventured.

Coming up behind him, Diva could have uttered a scream of rage and frustration, had she been capable of any utterance other than a vague gasping sound. However, as if she had offered up a silent prayer which had instantly been answered, she listened to the Padre’s response with a mixture of wonder and disbelief.

‘I’m afraid I must decline, Major. I just met Mistress Coles the noo, and she asked me to join her and Mistress Plaistow. Naturally, I accepted.’


Chapter 16

So it was that the morrow found the Mapp-Flints still two members short of a bridge team. Upon visiting the library they discovered that the application list for the bridge club was indeed already fully subscribed, but they contrived to slip their names in at an awkward angle halfway up. As for the separate list for the bridge tournament, Irene had wasted no time: ‘Rev. and Mrs Bartlett’ had been inserted after ‘Mrs Plaistow and Miss Coles’. Intriguingly, though, both ‘Mr and Mrs Wyse’ and ‘Mr and Mrs Pillson’ simply had ‘+2’ written after each entry.

‘What the devil does that mean?’ the Major demanded.

‘I’m not sure,’ Elizabeth admitted reluctantly, for to be unsure of the intentions of others was as near intolerable as made no difference.

‘I s’pose it means they each have a team, but haven’t got around to putting in the names,’ her husband proffered.

‘It may do. There again it may just be Lulu up to her tricks again. I smell a rat.’

Still pondering the possible sinister ramifications of these cryptic entries, they wandered away. Major Benjy eyed the inviting prospect of the Trader’s Arms, but quickly abandoned any hopes which might lie in that direction. While he was still shaking his head ruefully at the thought of what might have been, they rounded a corner and came face to face with the Wyses.

‘Such a pleasure,’ Mr Wyse commented gallantly as he bowed to Elizabeth.

‘Any news?’ Susan asked, and then, before anybody could suggest any alternative topic, ‘Isn’t it exciting about the bridge tournament, though? Everybody’s talking about it.’

‘So they should be,’ Elizabeth replied earnestly. ‘Goodness me, I can’t remember when something so wonderful last happened in Tilling.’

Unfortunately her attempts at sincerity were scarcely more successful than her experiments with irony, but this was by now so well understood among her regular interlocutors that they aroused little comment. In consequence, her occasional messages of sympathy and support tended to be mentally filed away by her audience in that same category as claims by residents of just about anywhere in North London actually to reside in Hampstead.

‘Indeed,’ murmured Mr Wyse, ‘quite capital.’

‘Talking of which,’ she went on, breaking out once more her sweetest of smiles, the one which displayed an alarming expanse of teeth, ‘Benjy-boy and I were just in the library adding our own poor names to the roll of honour which seems to be intent on entering the tournament, and we weren’t sure whether you and Susan had teammates yet or not?’

Mr and Mrs Wyse flashed a quick glance of alarm at each other.

‘Because if not,’ Elizabeth pressed on, ‘we would be very honoured to have your company.’

‘A charming idea,’ Mr Wyse said smilingly, ‘but unfortunately we are already promised elsewhere.’

Susan squeezed his arm in a brief yet significant manner, and they both quickly moved on.

The Mapp-Flints proceeded along the High Street and paused by Elizabeth’s favourite observation platform (the one not endowed by Lucia). They sat on the bench and gazed out over the salt flats to the marshes beyond, where Grebe lurked in perpetual danger of flooding, and to which in Elizabeth’s mind they had been banished to reluctant exile by Lucia.

‘Of course!’ she said suddenly. ‘I think I’ve got it, Benjy.’

‘Ah yes?’ he asked, abandoning his efforts to squint sideways at the fine female form of a lingering hiker.

‘I’ve seen through her little plan,’ she told him. ‘She is persuading everybody to pair off, leaving us without anybody to play with.’

‘But to what end, old girl?’ asked the Major.

Really the man could be quite dense sometimes, his wife thought.

‘So that only they and we will be left, silly, and we’ll have to agree to play with them. That way she gets the best of both worlds. If our team does well she’ll tell everyone that she and Georgie did very well indeed because they had to carry us, and if we do badly they’ll blame us and say they could have done much better by themselves.’

‘But supposing you’re right, old girl,’ the Major said, ‘and I’m sure you are, of course, but that still leaves the question of who we are bally well going to play with, doesn’t it?’

There was silence for a while as they sat side by side.

‘Suppose we don’t play at all?’ he said suddenly. ‘We can say that we can’t find any teammates – which is true after all – and pull out. Regrets, can’t be helped, looking forward to next year, all that sort of thing, what?’

For a moment his wife was tempted but then she shook her head.

‘No, it won’t do. If we pull out then Lulu will put it about that we are running scared, and anyway do we really want it to be known that we can’t find any teammates? Then she’d really go to town, saying that we were such horrible people that nobody wanted to play with us.’

‘Ah,’ he said sadly. ‘Hadn’t thought of that.’

‘So what are we to do?’ she asked.

‘Tell you what,’ he said decisively, ‘why don’t we discuss it over a drink, what? Glass of sherry would buck you up no end, Liz. Why, you’ve been looking quite peaky really these last few days. All this nonsense with Lucia, I don’t doubt. Now the King’s Arms does a particularly good schooner of sherry …’

He became aware that his wife was looking at him in a manner that clearly indicated that a schooner of sherry had not been among her envisaged courses of action.

‘Ah,’ he said sadly again. ‘Perhaps a cup of tea, what?’

His face brightened.

‘Yes, a nice cup of tea with one of those currant buns. That would be grand now, wouldn’t it?’

‘Oh, do stop blithering, Benjy,’ Elizabeth commanded.

She rose to her feet in a determined fashion.

‘There is nothing for it,’ she said resignedly, ‘but to play along with her little game. Come along, let us go home and telephone Lucia. At least that will be better than calling on her in person. This way I can stick my tongue out at her and she won’t even know it.’

Finding this thought strangely comforting, she tucked her hand through Major Benjy’s arm and they set off on the long walk back to Grebe.

The telephone call did not, however, go entirely to plan.

‘But Elizabeth,’ said Lucia in a surprised tone of voice, ‘Georgie and I have already made our arrangements. Didn’t it say “+2” on the list of entries?’

‘Well yes,’ Mapp said lamely, ‘but I thought that may just mean that you hadn’t decided yet on whom to choose.’

‘No, dear, not at all,’ Lucia said briskly. ‘We’re suited, I’m afraid.’

‘So with whom, may I ask,’ said Mapp, her inveterate curiosity getting the better of her, ‘are you playing?’

‘Well, we have a number of offers, actually, as I’m sure you’d expect, Elizabeth,’ Lucia said vaguely, ‘and to be honest we’re not entirely sure yet which one to accept. But we’re definitely taken, so to speak.’

Mapp’s antennae were twitching furiously and she desperately sought a rejoinder which would keep this avenue of enquiry open.

‘So sorry to hear that you’re having problems finding anyone to play with you,’ Lucia said blandly. ‘Most unfortunate. This is where the bridge club will come in so useful, you see. People will come from all sorts of places and we’ll all make lots of new friends.’

‘I hope you’re not suggesting, dear, that Benjy and I have no friends?’

‘Not at all, but we can all get in a bit of a rut now, can’t we, seeing the same people all the time? And it can’t be easy for you stuck out at Grebe like that. You know, there isn’t a day that goes by that I don’t count my blessings that I’m not at Grebe any more but back here in the heart of Tilling – when I’m not up in London of course.’

Mapp had long since forgotten about sticking her tongue out.

‘You would remember Grebe of course, dear,’ she said, ‘since you and I were there together when it flooded.’

‘Yes, weren’t we?’ marvelled Lucia. ‘How long ago it all seems, and how lucky we were to drift safely out to sea on the kitchen table. Though I never was quite sure what you were doing in my kitchen that day, Elizabeth. Something about copying a recipe, wasn’t it?’

This was not a direction in which Elizabeth Mapp-Flint was prepared to be taken.

‘Still, we do a pretty good job, I think you’ll agree, in staying part of what’s going on in Tilling, stuck out here, as you say, at Grebe.’

‘A wonderful job indeed’ Lucia agreed. ‘I take my hat off to you both. After all, when Georgie and I were at Grebe at least we had Cadman and the Rolls, whereas all you and the poor Major have is Shanks’s pony.

‘Anyway, dear,’ she said before Mapp had a chance to reply, ‘so sorry you’re struggling to find some teammates. Hope the situation resolves itself soon.’

Elizabeth Mapp-Flint replaced the handset with considerable force and went in search of her husband, who was dozing in the living room, using a raised hand over his face for cover.

‘Got it wrong,’ she said abruptly.

‘Eh, what?’ he asked, struggling into wakefulness.

‘Got it wrong,’ she repeated. ‘Lucia and Georgie already have someone to play with.’

‘Who?’

‘Wouldn’t say,’ she replied. ‘All very mysterious. Said they had “a number of offers” if you please.’

‘Perhaps they have?’ suggested the Major. ‘After all, they’re not bad players.’

‘Oh, don’t be so stupid,’ his wife said forcefully. ‘Of course they don’t. They just want to make a big secret of who they’re playing with, for some reason. Goodness knows why.’

‘Doesn’t solve our problem, anyway,’ he said in an irritatingly matter-of-fact way. ‘We still need someone to play with.’

‘Yes, I’m well aware of that. Who else is there?’

‘Nobody, what? After all, there are usually ten of us when we play, and so if eight out of ten are taken then it stands to reason there must be two left over. That’s us. We’re the two.’

‘I still think there’s more to this than meets the eye,’ Elizabeth said. ‘What’s Lucia being so mysterious about if she has nothing to hide?’

‘You still think she’s up to something, Liz-girl?’ the Major asked.

‘Well, of course I do,’ she said in exasperation. ‘We all know she is constantly scheming against me. Just because I got the details wrong it doesn’t mean I’m wrong about that. It’s just like the business with the coach. We know she stole the idea, but we can’t prove how.’

She glowered for a while and the Major reached cautiously for his newspaper, hoping this might mark an end to the conversation. In this he was to be disappointed.

‘I’ve got it!’ she remarked suddenly.

Major Benjy looked at her expectantly.

‘You got it yourself, only you couldn’t see it.’

‘I did?’

‘Yes, you clever boy. You said that we only ever play with the same ten people. Well, so do they.’

She gazed at him triumphantly, and was disappointed to see him shake his head.

‘Not sure I follow,’ he said, somewhat unnecessarily.

‘Don’t you see? If we all only ever play with the same people, and eight out of ten are already spoken for, then the other eight must all be playing together.’

‘You mean – ?’

‘Exactly! I mean that the Wyses are playing with Lucia and Georgie but for some reason they’ve agreed to keep it all a big secret. That’s why they ran off so quickly when we tried to speak to them about it, and that’s why Lulu is running this cock and bull story about “having lots of offers”. Offers, fiddlesticks! It’s all just a ruse.’

‘But why would they do that?’ asked the Major, looking bewildered.

‘To shut us out, of course. I got it wrong, but then perhaps I couldn’t quite believe that even that woman would stoop so low. She’s deliberately got everyone to pair off amongst themselves without telling us, knowing that it will leave us two out on a limb with nobody to play with.’

‘I say,’ gasped the Major, ‘that’s a bit thick.’

‘A bit thick is right, Benjy. Despicable, I call it.’

The Major was still digesting this new revelation.

‘In that case, Liz,’ he said slowly, ‘I can only say that I look forward with relish to your flank attack. With relish, I say.’

He cocked his head in quizzical style, but his wife would not be drawn.

‘Thank you, Benjy boy,’ was all she said.

‘Er, when are you thinking of launching it?’ he asked casually.

‘When the time is right,’ she replied non-committally. ‘After all, revenge is a dish best eaten cold, isn’t it?

‘And,’ she went on, ‘there’s the fête coming up on Saturday, so don’t give up hope on the frontal assault either. Just because she has weaselled her way out of inviting Noël Coward to open the thing doesn’t mean that people can’t point the fact out from time to time. When Georgie has finished, for example, and everyone is saying what a good job he made of it, we can always say something like, “Yes, but what a pity it turned out Mrs Pillson didn’t know Noël Coward after all” now, can’t we?’

‘Yes,’ Major Benjy said determinedly. ‘We certainly can.’

He picked up his newspaper, but then something occurred to him and he laid it down again.

‘I say, Liz-girl,’ he said, ‘is it really true that we don’t have any friends?’


Chapter 17

‘Olga, dear,’ Lucia was saying on the phone. ‘I really don’t know how I can ever thank you. You really have ridden to the rescue, just as if you were Brünnhilde in real life. Or is it Eva? Goodness, how dreadfully difficult Parsifal is.’

‘Oh, never mind that,’ said Olga diffidently, ‘I just pulled a few strings, that’s all.’

‘Pulled them to great effect, nonetheless, Olga. I am in your debt, I find, though I understand we are to lose our last six bottles of some wine or other that Georgie will feel it a great wrench to be without.’

‘Yes, I’m sorry about that,’ Olga replied. ‘It was just one of those moments, you know, when you feel events are at a tipping point and you just need to throw one last thing into the scales finally to tip the balance in your favour.’

‘I understand entirely,’ Lucia said truthfully, for was she not also an aficionado of the fine art of manipulating human behaviour? ‘Think nothing of it. It is a small price to pay.’

‘Now, are you quite clear about the plan?’ Olga asked.

‘Yes, dear. The staff to prepare for three house guests this weekend, but mum’s the word about who they are. Cadman to drive Georgie to Tenterden and then carry on to Ashford Station with orders to look out for you coming off the London train. Everyone invited to dine at 7.30.’

Lucia gave a delighted little laugh.

‘You know, I might even be naughty and put “po’ di mu” on the invitations. Naturally they’ll be expecting me and Georgie, not you and Noël Coward.’

Olga laughed too.

‘That would be a masterstroke,’ she agreed. ‘Well, until Saturday, then.’

‘Au reservoir,’ Lucia trilled gaily.

A little later Lucia put on her hat, picked up her shopping basket and went out into the High Street with a spring in her step. Georgie was at her side, for he was anxious to visit the gentleman’s outfitters and enquire after their progress in steaming his top hat and re-elasticating his spats. The sponging of his morning dress tails and the pressing of his pinstripe trousers could, he felt, safely be left to Foljambe.

As fate would have it, the very first people they encountered were the Mapp-Flints, who were just emerging from Twistevant’s, the greengrocer.

‘Elizabeth, dear,’ Lucia said at once, ‘not still looking for teammates, I trust?’

‘At the moment, dear, yes,’ Mapp said in as off-hand fashion as she could manage, and then coolly continued with, ‘By the way, I understand you are playing with the Wyses?’

This, she felt, was a deft parry, conveying the clear impression that this news had been imparted to her by the Wyses, but without actually saying so explicitly.

‘Dear me, no,’ Lucia said at once. ‘I cannot think who may have given you that impression. Surely not the Wyses? I understand they are playing with some friends from Maidstone whom they have invited to stay the weekend.’

‘Some friends from Maidstone?’ Mapp echoed, as if this was the most outlandish suggestion she had ever encountered.

‘That’s right. So nice to have lots of friends, don’t you think? And in so many different places as well.’

The Major said ‘Quite’, while his wife struggled for a suitable answer. Then she found it.

‘Just like you, worship, always off to Riseholme and London. Why, we should be grateful that you have any time to spare for poor little Tilling at all.’

‘Perhaps you’re right, Elizabeth,’ Lucia said thoughtfully. ‘I must make sure that I don’t neglect Tilling, mustn’t I? We must have more weekend house parties, Georgie, just like the old days, don’t you think?’

‘Well, yes,’ Georgie nodded.

‘Yes, indeed, Georgie. I must make sure that instead of going to my friends, my friends come to me. And you should do the same, of course, Elizabeth. Hold house parties. Invite your friends from all over the country. Why, you might even find that some of them are free for the weekend of the bridge tournament. Invite them all – the more the merrier!’

‘And may we hope,’ Mapp asked, fixing Lucia with an earnest smile, ‘that Noël Coward will feature on your guest list? I have always so much wanted to meet him.’

‘Perhaps, dear, perhaps, who knows?’ Lucia replied vaguely.

‘I say,’ Major Benjy said suddenly, ‘enough of all this beating about the bush. If you’re not playing with the Wyses, then who the devil are you playing with?’

Georgie and Lucia looked at each other. Georgie was about to reply but Lucia, in a rare moment of physical contact, squeezed his elbow.

‘Ah well, I can see that our little secret will have to come out,’ she said laughingly. ‘The truth is that Georgie and I have agreed to play with two visitors. Poor things, they are complete strangers to Tilling, so they won’t know a soul. We thought it would be the charitable thing to do to take them under our wing.’

‘Goodness,’ said Mapp, ‘I had no idea so many outsiders would be coming to play.’

‘Why yes, Elizabeth,’ Lucia responded, affecting surprise, ‘that’s the whole point, surely? To put Tilling firmly on the map as a bridge venue. Why, it may be that by next year even the town hall will not be a large enough venue to hold everyone who wants to come.’

‘Build a new town hall, why not?’ Mapp suggested with her trademark brand of heavy sarcasm.

‘I don’t think so, dear,’ Lucia said, shaking her head, ‘not with all these new building restrictions and planning regulations. No, quite impossible, I fear. Well, au reservoir.’

As the Mapp-Flints continued down the road they passed a painter who was applying white gloss painstakingly to the window frame of a leaded window. They paused, for the Major knew that his wife enjoyed watching, hawk-like, while a tradesman made some trifling mistake which could then be made the subject of caustic comment. Opportunities for caustic comment were becoming available less and less frequently, and she wondered briefly whether it had anything to do with the Labour Government (a topic on which she and Lucia were in rare agreement).

Sadly on this occasion she was to be disappointed as the painter, his tongue protruding between his teeth with the intensity of his concentration, brought the paint right to the edge of the glass but never quite encroaching upon it.

Clearly some cheerful congratulation was in order so Mapp scowled, turned on her heel and began to stalk away.

‘There you are,’ Major Benjy said, oblivious for the moment to his wife’s impending departure, ‘splendid job, what? Always a joy to see a professional in action.’

Elizabeth Mapp-Flint paused in mid-stride. In truth it was but a momentary pause, since balancing on one leg was a skill which she had never mastered, even as a young girl when, quite solidly figured even then, she had attempted to pluck imaginary apples off an imaginary tree during Saturday morning ballet classes. Yet it was a discernible pause, nonetheless.

‘What did you say, Benjy?’

‘Always a joy to see a professional in action,’ he replied. ‘You know, there was this woman in Rawalpindi, handsome little piece she was too, and she could do things …’

He became aware that his wife was staring at him in a manner which suggested that this line of reminiscence should perhaps go no further.

‘Ah, yes,’ he said lamely.

‘I think you’ve done it again, Benjy,’ she said.

‘Done what?’ he asked suspiciously. ‘Don’t think so. Not me. Someone else entirely. Obviously all a misunderstanding.’

‘Yes, you have,’ she urged him with a giggle.

The Major now looked very alarmed indeed. He had never heard his wife giggle before, and he doubted whether any good would come of it.

‘You are wonderful, dear man,’ she cooed. ‘You have such a clever ability to find the answer to any problem.’

Still with no idea at all as to what she was talking about, the Major decided to smile modestly and stroke his moustache, a combination which had been known to set various female hearts a-flutter over the years.

‘Well, don’t you see?’ she asked, taking his arm. ‘There are professional bridge players who will play with you for money, just like there are professional painters who will paint your house for money rather than you doing it yourself. I’m sure there are. I remember reading about them. All we have to do is find two and pay them to be our teammates.’

‘I say,’ the Major said reverentially, ‘that’s a real brainwave, Liz, old girl.

‘Hang on, though,’ he went on after a few paces, ‘if they’re professionals that means they’ll be pretty good, doesn’t it? Stands to reason if they make their living playing the game.’

‘I really hadn’t thought about that,’ Elizabeth replied, almost convincingly, ‘I was just trying to find a way for us to take part in the tournament.’

‘But doesn’t that mean,’ the Major persisted like a dog with a bone, ‘that we’re likely to do well? Why, with professional bridge players as partners we might even win the damn thing.’

‘I suppose it’s always possible,’ his wife replied archly. ‘Why, would you like to win, Benjy?’

‘A cash prize? Rather!’

The Major imagined being handed a pile of banknotes. Instantly they seemed to grow fuzzy, and transform themselves into a van from his wine merchants arriving at Glebe and disgorging cases of whisky, claret and port. Puffing contentedly at his pipe, he watched the delivery men carry case after case into the house, and slipped his arm around the slender waist of a beautiful Indian woman clad in a sari. Responding to his touch, she nestled contentedly closer …

‘Well, let’s see,’ Elizabeth said, breaking in upon his reverie.

As the pavement narrowed and her substantial hips swung towards him, the Major stepped resignedly into the road.

That afternoon Elizabeth Mapp-Flint boarded the train to Hastings, where she visited the public library, a much larger and more fully stocked resource than the one which nestled in a side street in Tilling. She scoured the shelves of periodicals and after much effort managed to find a bridge magazine which was no more than about six months old. Seizing upon it, she sat down at a table and began poring over its contents.

The articles she found frankly incomprehensible. What was all this nonsense about ‘second player plays low’? Suppose one has the winning card? And anyway, to play low was surely to put an overdue amount of trust in one’s partner, always a reckless undertaking in Elizabeth Mapp-Flint’s opinion. As for ‘signalling’, what on earth was that all about? She had thought it was frowned upon to communicate with one’s partner as to what lead was expected, though she had been known occasionally to gaze intently at her ring (meaning ‘diamonds’) or cough and tap herself on the chest (‘hearts’). Her system at least had the benefit of being straightforward and therefore capable of being readily understood. The one proposed, of using high and low cards, struck her as nonsensical. Who watched what cards their partner played anyway? She snorted with derision (an effect at which she was well practised and thus carried off with a fair amount of style) and turned to the notices at the back.

Here she perused advertisements for bridge clubs, bridge lessons and plaintive appeals for lady bridge partners from single gentlemen of a refined disposition with an interest in rambling, figure drawing and Indian art.

With a little ‘Ah-ha!’ of triumph, she finally fell greedily upon what she was looking for. Taking writing paper and envelopes from her handbag, she carefully wrote out the same letter twice, addressed the envelopes and put them back in her bag. After a moment’s thought, and a quick glance to see if anyone was watching, she bagged the magazine as well. It wasn’t as though she actually wanted it, but it was always possible that fellow bridge players from Tilling might be similarly inclined to visit Hastings in search of inspiration, and it would be foolish to leave it lying around in plain sight. The fact that the library might possess a whole shelf of books about bridge happily never occurred to her, since a much larger bag would have been required.

Leaving the library and walking back towards the station, she wondered if she might spend an agreeable few hours in Hastings before returning to Tilling in time for dinner. As if in answer to her prayers, a cinema hove into view advertising a Clark Gable film. After glancing around furtively, for she was known never to visit ‘picture palaces’ as she persisted in calling them (though before her marriage she had done so at least once a week), she entered and bought a one and ninepenny ticket for the stalls. She could have sat in the circle for half a crown but she had already bought a railway ticket that day, and anyway the loss of the ten shilling coach deposit still rankled.

She settled expectantly into her place, noticing that cinema seats seemed now to be manufactured in a much narrower form than before the war. Why, it was hardly wide enough to accommodate even her normal sized frame; what would happen if someone overweight was involved? Surreptitiously removing her shoes to ease the pressure on her corns, she gazed at the screen and prepared to surrender herself to the best forbidden fruit that Hollywood could supply. As she did so, she reflected happily on the fact that Major Benjy and Clark Gable really did look awfully similar. Perhaps this was only to be expected. After all, they both had a rather dashing moustache. They also both had false teeth.


Chapter 18

The Saturday afternoon sun was beginning to lose its heat but none of its lustre when the sound of the Rolls outside heralded the arrival of the fête-goers. Lucia looked up as Olga swept into the living room, followed closely by Noël Coward, who had opened the door for her, then Gielgud, then Georgie. Foljambe hovered nervously around them while Olga introduced Coward and Gielgud to Lucia, wondering whether Miss Bracely might wish to dispense with her hat. Outside Denny, who had come down by train during the afternoon, was helping Cadman with the suitcases.

‘My dear,’ Noël said, fixing Foljambe with a rather wan smile, ‘I wonder if you might bring two dry martinis.’

‘Very good, sir,’ she said doubtfully with a bob, glancing at Lucia.

‘Of course!’ the latter enthused, trying to look as though her house guests always drank hard liquor at five o’clock in the afternoon.

‘Why, Noël, how clever of you!’ Olga observed, rather loudly to Lucia’s way of thinking. ‘How did you know that’s exactly what I wanted?’

‘Oh, do you want one too?’ he asked distractedly. ‘In that case, dear minion, you’d better make it three.’

As Foljambe scurried away, Lucia asked:

‘Why, Mr Coward, do you normally drink two cocktails at once?’

‘Oh, don’t worry about him, my dear lady,’ Gielgud said dismissively. ‘He’s upset that he only came third in the Noël Coward look-alike competition.’

Lucia made one of her characteristic little noises that somehow managed to convey dismay, regret, sympathy and indignation rapidly in turn.

‘In point of fact, Johnnie, I came last,’ Noël replied crisply, screwing a cigarette into his holder rather viciously. ‘You may remember that there were only three contestants, including myself.’

‘And jolly sporting it was of you to join in,’ Olga interjected quickly. ‘Why without you there would only have been two, and that really wouldn’t have been a competition at all, would it?’

‘Ah yes, I remember now,’ said Gielgud blandly, gazing vacantly out of the window, ‘the organiser was very grateful.’

‘And so he deuced well ought to have been,’ added Olga.

‘Yes,’ Gielgud said, turning to face Lucia, ‘he thanked Noël for his efforts, but said he knew for a fact that the real Noël Coward was altogether a much younger and slimmer man.’

‘Perhaps,’ Lucia said judiciously after a pregnant pause, reaching for the bell, ‘it might be best to ask Foljambe just to bring a tray of martinis.’

‘Cheer up, Noël,’ Olga entreated him. ‘After all, it was for charity.’

‘I do a great deal for charity,’ Coward averred, inspecting his cigarette and holder with a faintly quizzical air.

‘Really?’ Gielgud queried dubiously.

‘Indeed I do,’ Coward relied, pausing to light up. ‘In fact,’ he said, exhaling a wreath of smoke (Turkish, Georgie noted with appreciation), ‘I am never happier than when in the company of those less fortunate than myself.’

Olga gurgled with laughter. Lucia winced. Gielgud gave a wry little smile, and Georgie said ‘Oh, I say’ in appreciation, and clapped one hand on the back of the other.

‘Do you know,’ Gielgud mused openly, ‘that in all the many times I have heard Noël tell that joke, I have never heard him tell it better.’

An awkward pause then ensued, during which Foljambe came and went away again, charged with new orders.

‘By the way,’ Georgie announced, changing the subject rather deftly he felt, ‘you’ll never guess what happened at the end of the fête, Lucia.’

‘Apart from the lookalike competition?’ Gielgud murmured.

‘Do tell, Georgino mio,’ commanded Lucia.

‘Well, the coach turned up fifteen minutes early. Naturally I remonstrated with the driver, but he was adamant that he had been booked to return to Tilling at 4.45, so there it was. I asked him to wait, of course, but the surly brute refused, saying that he had to get home for his tea. It was really all very tarsome.’

‘How irritating,’ Lucia sympathised. ‘Yet you were definitely in the right, Georgie, for I distinctly remember ordering the return journey for five o’clock.’

‘Well, that was the really strange thing,’ Georgie continued. ‘You see, in the end I did get him to wait until five o’clock, though the Mapp-Flints were all for getting on the coach and leaving – seemed very keen indeed, actually.’

‘And how did you do that, my dear?’ Lucia enquired.

‘They say that money talks,’ Olga explained, ‘so Georgie did some whispering. A quid wasn’t it, Georgie?’

‘Yes, well, never mind that,’ Georgie said, ‘that’s not important.’

‘I beg to differ, caro mio,’ Lucia objected. ‘Half a crown would have been quite sufficient, surely?’

‘Ah, but you should have been there,’ Gielgud orated to a nonexistent gallery. ‘Your husband was magnificent. Quite masterful, in fact.’

This time Georgie did not beg people to disregard the remark.

‘Well, anyway,’ he pressed on with what he hoped people would regard as a masterful yet modest simper, ‘the thing is, the thing I was trying to tell you about, that just after I let the coach go with everybody on it, I was walking across the field to where Cadman had parked the car, when what do I see but another coach arriving, and I suddenly realised that it was identical to the one I had seen arrive at lunchtime, whereas now I came to think of it the earlier coach had been quite different.’

He paused for breath, and was gratified to note that the assembled party were gazing at him with a mixture of puzzlement and interest. All except Noël Coward, that is, who was looking somewhat bored with proceedings, though Olga could have told Georgie that this was simply Noël’s habitual expression while awaiting his afternoon martini.

‘No!’ Lucia ejaculated in good Tilling manner. ‘A mystery, Georgie. Do say that you investigated. I couldn’t bear to hear that you simply got into the Rolls and went home.’

‘Not at all!’ Georgie said, nettled that his detective instincts were being maligned. ‘I went across and spoke to the driver, and he was clearly driving our coach. He checked his job sheet, or whatever they call it, and it said Pillson as the name of the customer.’

‘Isn’t it dreadful?’ said Olga. ‘It means everyone must have got on the wrong coach and ended up heaven knows where. I’m afraid there may be quite a few late arrivals for your dinner party this evening. All except the Wyses, of course, they had the Royce.’

‘But where, I wonder?’ Lucia mused.

‘Well, we think Hastings is the best bet,’ Georgie replied. ‘When I thought about it really hard I could remember seeing the word “Hastings” quite clearly on the side of the coach, and come to think of it I believe there was another word beginning with “H” as well, though I’m not sure.’

‘Dear me,’ Lucia commented. ‘Well, we must just await events. But do tell me the extent to which our little stratagem succeeded.’

‘Parfectly,’ warbled Georgie contentedly. ‘Well, at first of course I didn’t see anything of the Mapp-Flints because I had to give my little speech and open the fête.’

‘I’m so sorry I had to miss that,’ Olga said, with such obvious sincerity that Georgie felt something do a little somersault in his abdomen.

‘Yes, well,’ he went on after taking a deep breath to compose himself, ‘Mrs Campbell was really very gracious. I thought she might be a bit stand-offish seeing as I was only her third choice candidate, so to speak, but she was very nice.’

‘So I should hope, Georgie,’ said Lucia severely, ‘after all her carryings-on.’

‘And then she wanted to introduce me to all sorts of people, and Lucia you would have been proud of me because – guess what? – the Bishop was there and I remembered to call him “my lord”, and the Mayor of Tenterden, and of course I knew to call him “your worship”, oh and some sort of Catholic priest with a big purple sash and I took a guess and called him “monsignor”, which seemed to go down all right.’

‘I wasn’t aware the Bishop was going to be there,’ Lucia exclaimed in surprise. ‘What did he say?’

‘He complimented me on my lilac waistcoat and matching spats, actually,’ Georgie replied, blushing, ‘and said what a jolly good job I had done opening the fête. He said he got asked to open all sorts of things. In fact, he was telling me that he once got asked to bless an organ in Tilling, and had to drink barley water at lunchtime.’

‘Indeed?’ Luica asked innocuously. ‘Did he make the connection, do you think? The “Pillson” name, I mean?’

‘I don’t think so,’ Georgie assured her hastily. ‘Anyway, then he asked me where I came from and I thought it better to say that I had just come down from London for the day.’

‘Bravo, Georgie,’ she said approvingly. ‘You have done well.’

‘And then I reminded him what a good job the Padre had done in helping to organise the fête at such short notice, and at a distance too, and Mrs Campbell jumped in and said she didn’t know what the committee would have done without him. Then she sort of stared at him jolly hard until he turned to his curate and asked him to make a note of it.’

Just for a moment Lucia regretted the fact that she had not chosen to settle in Tenterden. Mrs Campbell sounded as if she would have made a worthy adversary.

‘Bravo, Georgie indeed!’ Olga whooped. ‘Not just a diplomat, but a politician too!’

‘Very good,’ Lucia said, a trifle less enthusiastically. ‘But what happened then?’

‘I finally broke free of all the guests of honour,’ he explained, ‘but all that must have taken about twenty minutes or so. Then I went looking for our friends from Tilling.’

‘And?’

‘Well, first I saw Irene, who was at the shooting gallery and doing jolly well too, so far as I could tell, but then I saw you-know-who in the distance talking to some people I’d never met before. So I sort of sidled up behind them, just in time to hear them saying what a pity it was that Noël Coward hadn’t been able to open the fête, but just then one of the others caught sight of me and broke into the conversation to say how jolly nice they thought my speech had been, so of course Mapp saw me and clammed up.’

‘A shame, Georgie, of course,’ Lucia said, ‘but it sounds like you did your best.’

‘No, but wait,’ he said excitedly. ‘Then I wandered off to look round the side shows. I thought it was sort of part of my official duties somehow.’

Lucia nodded magisterially in approval.

‘Well, just as I was trying to extricate myself from some ghastly woman who was trying to sell me toffee and nougat, the Wyses came across me and I could tell Susan was really quite upset, so I asked what was wrong.’

‘And?’ prompted Olga.

‘Susan was really too overwrought to reply, but Mr Wyse said that Mrs Mapp-Flint had been making quite unnecessary remarks about Mrs Pillson having pretended to know Noël Coward but it was all a lie, and she had been exposed because she hadn’t been able to get him to come to the fête after all.’

‘Oh dear,’ said Lucia with mock solemnity, ‘I fear “quite unnecessary remarks” is rather strong language for Mr Wyse.’

‘There’s more,’ Georgie said. ‘He went on to say that he thought her remarks to be in particularly poor taste as she was enjoying Lucia’s generosity in providing transportation to and from Tenterden. Then Susan took her handkerchief away from her mouth and said that it was really just like Elizabeth, and wasn’t it all too bad. Then Mr Wyse bowed and took Susan off to the bar tent.’

‘No!’ chorused Lucia and Olga, the only two present who were familiar with these particular responses.

‘Yes, he jolly well did,’ Georgie confirmed, ‘and you know that he never usually drinks anything stronger than lemonade during the day.’

‘And what happened, pray, when Elizabeth saw Mr Coward?’ Lucia asked.

‘Well, that’s the really funny thing,’ he said. ‘I don’t think she had realised that there was a Noël Coward lookalike competition – sorry, Noël – and she caught sight of one of the contestants and she went as white as a sheet.’

‘Oh, priceless,’ Olga declared, ‘and then what?’

‘Well, I decided to be very naughty and went up to her and asked if she knew Noël Coward was there and wasn’t it wonderful, but by that time someone had told her about the competition and so she laughed and said very contemptuously that we must think her pretty dense if we thought she’d fall for a trick like that.’

‘And was that just before –’ asked Olga.

‘Yes, isn’t it wonderful? That was just before you came up to me with Noël, having just arrived, and I introduced Noël to Elizabeth.’

‘No!’ said Lucia. ‘Oh, tell me, Georgie, tell me.’

‘Well,’ said Georgie, both he and Olga subsiding into giggles, ‘she just stared at him, said “Nothing like him,” and strode off, dragging Benjy after her.’

Vulgar though Georgie and Olga’s laughter undoubtedly was, Lucia felt compelled to join in, and as she laughed she felt the pent-up emotions and difficulties of the last few weeks draining away. Lucia was back where she belonged, and her star was once more in the ascendant.

‘I must say,’ commented Coward, ‘that it was hardly the most effusive greeting I have ever received, but perhaps one day I shall begin to see the humour in the situation.’

‘Dear Mr Coward,’ said Lucia warmly, ‘how wonderful of you to take such an interest in our little dramas. Now, here is Foljambe with our martinis. Goodness, what a lot.’

‘You come most carefully upon your hour,’ Gielgud said in what was really a very splendid manner, fully worthy of a spontaneous round of applause. However, none manifested itself so he simply reached out one of his hands for a glass.

‘Wonderful child,’ Coward whispered to a blushing middle-aged Foljambe as he reached out both of his.


Chapter 19

Whether it was due to the number of martinis already imbibed or not, Noël (as he insisted on Lucia calling him) was in sparkling form as the company sat down to dinner.

‘Goodness, we’re thirteen at table,’ said Georgie suddenly. ‘I hadn’t realised. Would you like Grosvenor to lay an extra place, Lucia?’

Lucia had not realised either. The normal Tilling crowd of she and Georgie, the Wyses, the Mapp-Flints, the Bartletts plus Irene and Diva always made ten, so with Olga, Gielgud and Coward they were indeed thirteen.

She waved her hand nonchalantly and said, ‘Pish, pish, Georgie,’ as she signalled to Grosvenor and Foljambe to serve the soup.

‘Awfully brave, Lucia,’ said Susan nervously, known to be deeply superstitious. However, since she had also been known to commune with the spirits of dead budgerigars, Lucia felt that her qualms could safely be ignored.

Gielgud tasted the soup and graciously pronounced it excellent in the manner of a Plantagenet king bestowing some country estates on a loyal follower.

‘How wonderful, Mr Coward, that you were able to come to the fête,’ Irene said brightly, while staring grimly at Mapp. ‘There was a lot of talk that you might not be able to make it.’

Uncomfortably aware that everyone around the table was staring at her, Mapp looked surprised, and asked, ‘Was there?’

‘Yes, there jolly well was,’ Irene insisted. ‘In fact, certain people doubted that you had even been invited.’

Not for the first time, Lucia reflected how very convenient it could be that Irene entirely lacked any social graces.

‘Really?’ Olga ejaculated in disbelief. ‘How very odd.’

‘Indeed,’ Lucia murmured.

There was a pause during which Elizabeth Mapp-Flint said nothing at all but concentrated on her soup. Then Coward, registering a meaningful glance from Olga, remembered his brief.

‘I am surprised to hear that,’ he said, ‘but then perhaps it just goes to show how ill-informed gossip can be. The invitation was issued by Mrs Pillson – Lucia, I should say, if she will permit me – a few weeks ago, at the urging of the committee, I understand.’

Irene gazed triumphantly at Mapp, while Lucia looked serene.

‘Sadly I was unable to accept it as my diary was very crowded for this weekend,’ he went on, ‘but when my availability changed I was of course eager to come and visit Tilling, as I had repeatedly assured Lucia I was anxious to do. I rang, she invited me, and here we are.’

Mr Wyse, who was acutely aware of the background to these exchanges, and the undercurrent to the proceedings, was nonetheless eager to spare anyone any further unpleasantness.

‘A real coup, dear Mrs Pillson, to have landed three such famous guests at one dinner table. Tilling has never known anything like it. A celebrated opera singer,’ a bow to Olga, ‘and,’ two further bows, ‘two greatly admired actors.’

‘All hoped you would open the fête, you see,’ Diva interjected slightly breathlessly. ‘So disappointed when we heard you couldn’t.’

‘But a big hooray for Georgie, who gallantly stepped into the breach,’ Lucia said. ‘I was asked, of course, though I would have made a poor substitute for dear Noël, but I found I just couldn’t manage it.’

There was a curious gurgling, choking noise from the Mapp-Flint sector of the table.

‘So may I ask,’ Susan Wyse broke in, ‘who would have been opening it had Mr Pillson not agreed to do the honours?’

‘Somebody I’d never heard of,’ Georgie advised her. ‘I’m told he sometimes reads the shipping forecast on the Home Service.’

‘Ah yes, I was introduced to him,’ Gielgud said. ‘All in all, I think he has chosen his vocation wisely. He has a fine face for radio.’

Olga guffawed so loudly that Lucia winced delicately.

‘Talking of the Home Service,’ she ventured, ‘I am surprised of course that nobody thought to ask Georgie in the first place. I’m sure we all remember his rousing radio broadcasts during the war.’

‘I think, dear,’ Mapp said sweetly, as if by way of enlightenment, ‘that the organisers were looking for someone really famous.’

At this point Mr Wyse was heard to murmur something under his breath. Lucia said nothing, but fixed Mapp with the friendliest of smiles.

‘Personally,’ Coward said after gazing at Mrs Mapp-Flint as if pausing for reflection, ‘I became famous by writing a play about syphilis.’

Unsurprisingly this produced a hushed silence while everyone stared hard at their plates. Even Lucia’s legendary powers as a dinner party hostess failed her. Susan struggled gallantly to come to her rescue.

‘Fortunately,’ she proffered awkwardly, ‘we haven’t had a case of syphilis at the hospital for years.’

‘What a shame,’ Coward replied unexpectedly.

A further startled pause ensued, and then, as ever the master of timing, he delivered his punchline.

‘After all, it makes such a change from claret.’

‘I believe the Queen laughed when she heard that joke,’ Gielgud commented, once the delighted and relieved laughter had died down.

‘Really?’ asked Georgie.

‘Yes,’ Gielgud confirmed, staring hard at Noël, ‘and so did Prince Albert.’

Coward cocked an eyebrow over his raised wine glass as though he personally no longer cared to what insults he was exposed in the course of a single twenty-four hour period. Then he realised that Olga was gazing meaningfully at him once more.

‘Talking of jokes, Lucia,’ he said, ‘I never had a chance to thank you for that wonderful witticism, which you so kindly thought up for me. I used it as the centrepiece of a speech the other night and it brought the house down.’

‘Really?’ Lucia queried. ‘How gratifying.’

This seemed the best thing to say in the circumstances, though of course she had no idea what he was talking about, since Olga had not made her privy to her arrangements.

‘My only regret,’ Coward continued, ‘is that I lacked the honesty to tell my audience that they were enjoying not only my brilliance, but somebody else’s.’

He raised his glass to a further murmur of acclaim. Nobody had appreciated that in addition to all her other undoubted accomplishments, Lucia was a part-time gag writer for Noël Coward.

Mapp realised that a change of subject was required and stepped in quickly.

‘And what Shakespearean plans do you have at present, Mr Gielgud?’ she asked sweetly.

‘None really,’ he replied, looking vague, ‘though I shall probably do something at Stratford next year, and there is talk of some films.’

‘Some Shakespeare films?’ Olga asked. ‘How thrilling, Johnnie, which ones?’

‘Romeo and Juliet, I believe, and Julius Caesar.’

‘Romeo and Juliet?’ Diva queried doubtfully. Though Gielgud could look quite boyish in a certain light, he was surely too old to play a romantic teenager.

He clearly read her thoughts and gazed at her severely.

‘I would play the Chorus,’ he clarified.

‘And in Julius Caesar?’ asked Mr Wyse.

‘Cassius, I believe.’

‘Rather a small part, surely?’ Coward interjected.

This prompted another hard stare from Gielgud.

‘But a challenging one, I’m sure you will agree, Noël,’ he said rather icily.

Just as a hum of conversation started to swell around the table again, he remembered something else.

‘Oh, and Larry is talking of doing a film of Garrick’s version of Richard III, but it’s still at a very early stage. Personally I can’t see it happening for a few years yet. He wants to try it out on stage first.’

A frisson ran through the company. They would have had to be very dense indeed not to realise that ‘Larry’ must be Laurence Olivier, whose film of Hamlet had recently caused such a sensation. Though not perhaps with Major Mapp-Flint, who had snored loudly beside his wife in the Ritz Cinema in Hastings from the grave-diggers’ scene onwards.

‘And what part would you play?’ Coward enjoined languidly.

‘Clarence, I think.’

‘Alas,’ he continued, equally languidly, ‘I confidently predict that you will overact most dreadfully.’

‘And why, pray?’ Gielgud challenged him.

‘Because you always do, dear boy,’ Coward said with a sigh, ‘you always do.’

So the meal proceeded delightfully, just as Lucia had always known it would ever since she had heard the undreamt-of news from Olga that not only had she persuaded Noël Coward to come and teach Elizabeth Mapp-Flint a lesson she wouldn’t forget, but also John Gielgud as a welcome bonus. She wondered briefly if she might possibly have misjudged Olga, but banished the thought swiftly from her mind with a firm shake of the head.

Suddenly Olga broached the subject of the mystery coach.

‘Now, do tell where you all ended up,’ she cried. ‘We’ve been simply beside ourselves ever since we found out that you all got on the wrong coach. We would have asked Cadman to chase after you, but of course we had no idea which way you had gone.’

‘But it wasnae the wrong coach at all,’ the Padre said, clearly puzzled. ‘Did it no’ bring us back to the gun platform?’

Now it was the turn of the Rolls-Royce contingent to look puzzled.

‘But that doesn’t make sense,’ Lucia said, but speaking for all of them.

‘Yes, you see it was the wrong coach,’ Georgie explained. ‘Our one arrived a few minutes after five, and I know it was our coach because I asked the driver to show me his paperwork and it said “Pillson” right enough.’

Everyone stared at him, and then at each other.

‘Just a silly mistake, surely?’ asked Elizabeth Mapp-Flint. ‘Presumably the coach company got in a muddle and sent two coaches instead of one?’

‘No, I don’t think so,’ Georgie demurred. ‘You see, we hired ours from Gillings – you know, the garage just out of town – and I happen to know he only has one coach, because he told me so.’

‘And the other one that turned up came from Hastings,’ Olga went on, ‘because that’s what it said on the side of the coach. That’s where we were afraid you might all have ended up.’

‘Just one of those things, you know,’ the Major said airily. ‘Coincidence, what?’

‘Most intriguing,’ Gielgud drawled. ‘One goes away from London for the weekend and finds oneself immediately embroiled in a mystery. Why, it’s straight out of Ngaio Marsh.’

‘Oh, everything happens in Tilling, John,’ Olga assured him with obvious sincerity. ‘It really is the most interesting place in the world. Mind you, I used to feel like that about Riseholme too, so it must have something to do with Lucia’s presence.’

This drew a spontaneous murmur of approval, though somewhat muted in the case of the Mapp-Flints, and a raising of glasses.

‘A mystery it is, though,’ Georgie said, ‘and I am determined to get to the bottom of it. It shouldn’t be too difficult, after all. I can remember that it came from Hastings and there can’t be too many coach companies there. Anyway, I’m pretty sure that the name of the firm also started with an “H”, so I can find it through directory enquiries, phone them and ask who hired the coach.’

After a pause, during which the dessert was brought in, Mapp spoke up.

‘Dear Mr Georgie, I think I can spare you the trouble. You see, I fear Benjy-boy and I may have been the innocent cause of today’s confusion.’

‘All a mistake, what?’ the Major contributed.

Lucia looked at Mapp with that expression of strained credulity which she had made all her own.

‘A mistake?’ she echoed.

‘Indeed, worship,’ gushed Mapp. ‘You see, Benjy and I had exactly the same idea to provide a coach to take people to the fête, but when we heard that you had got in ahead of us, so to speak, we naturally abandoned our little scheme.’

‘The deuced thing is,’ Major Benjy cut in, ‘that we wrote at once to the blighter in Hastings cancelling the trip, but it seems that our letter must have gone astray or not been attended to, so the damn coach – sorry, ladies – turned up anyway.’

‘I see,’ Lucia said.

The meaning of ‘I see’ communicated to the assembled company was, however, somewhat different to the conventional one of ‘Good, I’m so glad I understand that now.’ This may perhaps have had something to do with the glacial politeness with which it was uttered.

‘Better to telephone perhaps, Elizabeth,’ Susan Wyse proffered, out of a sense that someone really should say something.

‘Well, naturally we realise that now,’ Mapp said somewhat heatedly, possibly feeling that this comment was a slur on her veracity. ‘Oh yes, that’s all too clear.’

‘All the fault of that damn fool in Hastings, you see,’ the Major explained.

‘Really, what a coincidence, though,’ Lucia marvelled. ‘Just think of Elizabeth, tucked away on the marshes at Grebe, having exactly the same idea as little me here at Mallards at exactly the same time. That really is quite remarkable, don’t you think?’

‘Yes, that was exactly our thought too, worship,’ Mapp said. Clearly struggling with some sort of repressed emotion, she added, ‘or ex-worship, should I say?’

‘Coincidence, you see?’ the Major persisted. ‘Lots of it about, much more than you might think. Remember that woman who was giving French lessons? Coincidence.’

Gazing around him, he could not help but feel that he had lost his audience.

‘Well, coincidence it must have been then,’ Lucia commented graciously. ‘And now, once we have finished dessert, I wonder if dear Noël would favour us with a few of his songs?’

Equally graciously Noël said that he would be charmed and delighted, and so the evening that Noël Coward performed at Mallards passed into the annals of Tilling history as yet another triumph to have been organised and generously sponsored by Lucia. The generous sponsor did, however, wonder at certain points whether the lyrics were entirely suitable for female company, though she smiled broadly and giggled knowingly whenever the Major, Olga and Irene guffawed.

Afterwards Lucia announced ‘uno piccolo codettino’, and Georgie and Olga performed ‘Widmung’ and ‘An Die Musik’. Yet despite this cornucopia of musical delights, it was quite obvious that there would be only one subject on everyone’s lips as they gathered outside church the next morning: the remarkable conduct of Elizabeth Mapp-Flint in trying to sabotage Lucia’s generously provided transport arrangements.

As the Wyses said their farewells, Lucia remarked gently, ‘Poor Elizabeth, so sad,’ and Susan, charitable soul that she was, struggled desperately to think of something to offer by way of exculpation. Struggled, and failed.


Chapter 20

‘But Benjy, it’s so unfair!’ Elizabeth Mapp-Fint wailed the next morning, and not for the first time either. ‘We think of hiring a coach, somehow she hears about our idea and steals it, and then just because there’s a mix-up about cancelling our coach, everybody thinks we have stolen her idea, and somehow tried to steal her thunder.’

‘I’ll horsewhip any man who says so,’ said the Major fiercely. ‘Anyone who tries to blacken your name while I’m around will have Benjamin Mapp-Flint to deal with.’

She found the thought of Major Benjy dragging Lucia out of Mallards by her hair and horsewhipping her in the street comforting, not to mention strangely arousing. However, she would take a long time to forgive or forget the incident when he had departed into town breathing fire and brimstone, armed with a riding crop intended for use upon the editor of the Tilling Gazette, only to end up consuming large amounts of his intended target’s whisky, and bringing him home for lunch uninvited, memorably introducing his wife as ‘the tiller of Pilling’ into the bargain. So, while such resolute support was always to be welcomed, she valued it more for the sentiments expressed than in the hope of actual execution.

‘Still,’ he went on thoughtfully, ‘it was a pretty rum do that Coward chap turning up after all, wasn’t it?’

‘I do not wish to discuss that subject further,’ she replied abruptly.

The memory of having to explain to Noël Coward, when reintroduced to him in the evening, why she had thought him a rank impostor in the afternoon, would remain a painful one for some time.

‘Right-ho, then, old girl.’

Elizabeth stirred her tea vigorously, still trying to compose herself.

‘I say, though,’ he said suddenly, ‘you don’t think those coach johnnies in Hastings intend to charge us for that coach after all, do you?’

‘Let them try,’ hissed his wife, giving vent to her pent-up frustrations. ‘Just let them try. Why, we wrote to them and you posted it on Wednesday, so they would have received our cancellation on Thursday. Clearly whatever mistake occurred arose at their end, not ours. Gross incompetence, I call it. Yes, let them try!’

‘Quite right,’ seconded her husband.

He took up his pipe and thrust his hand into his right hand jacket pocket in search of his penknife with which to clean it out. He did not find what he was looking for; now he came to think of it, he had left it on the mantelpiece in the drawing room. However, his questing fingers did come into contact with what felt suspiciously like an envelope. He then experienced one of those middle-aged moments when one realises what one has forgotten to do during another middle-aged moment a few days previously. He wondered whether to broach this subject with the little woman but, wisely, decided against it.

There came a knock at the door and Withers entered with some letters on a tray and, most unusually, two telegrams.

‘Post, mum,’ she announced.

‘Thank you, Withers,’ her mistress replied, gathering up the contents of the tray and passing two of them towards her husband.

‘Any answer, mum?’ Withers asked, nodding towards the telegrams.

‘Not at the moment, thank you, Withers. However, the Major may require some more tea and toast.’

The Major brightened up at this and indicated that yes he did indeed require more tea and toast. As Withers bobbed and left the room, he inspected his post warily and decided that both envelopes were probably best discarded unopened. His bar bill at the golf club and his debit balance with his bookmaker had begun recently to assume quite alarming proportions.

On the other side of the table, his wife had used her knife to open her post and was scanning the telegrams excitedly.

‘Ah-ha!’ she announced triumphantly. ‘Well, there is one of Lucia’s stratagems foiled at least, Benjy.’

He looked at her enquiringly.

‘The two bridge professionals whom I contacted have both telegrammed to say that they would be delighted to play with us in the tournament.’

‘That is good news, old girl,’ the Major said enthusiastically. ‘One in the eye for Lucia, what? She tries to shut us out and we bounce back with a couple of professionals for partners. Ha! That’s the stuff to give the troops.’

‘Good news indeed,’ agreed Mapp less enthusiastically, for she had just spotted the outrageous sum which each had named as the price of their services. She took a sharp intake of breath, feeling a quick spasm of parsimony pass through her, then steeled herself. If it was one in the eye for Lucia, it would be (almost) worth the expense.

‘Can’t wait to see the expression on her face when she finds out, what?’ the Major chortled.

‘Nor can I, Benjy, and there’s no time like the present. So, once you’ve finished your breakfast, why don’t we venture out for shopping?’

‘Absolutely,’ he agreed. ‘Ah, here’s Withers now. Good show! Can’t march on an empty stomach, what?’

He attacked his fresh tea and toast with military enthusiasm.

‘By the way,’ he said indistinctly with his mouth full of marmalade, ‘what was in that letter with the brown envelope?’

‘That,’ she informed him with every appearance of satisfaction, ‘was the last piece of my flank attack falling into place.’

He waited for further elucidation but, as before, it was not forthcoming. Clearly some conversational gambit was required in order to draw the old girl out a bit.

‘And how is that coming along?’ he enquired casually, already buttering the last piece of toast.

‘I think I may say that it is coming along very nicely indeed.’

She rose and rang for Withers.

‘Nothing I can help with, I suppose?’ the Major offered airily.

‘Nothing, thank you, Benjy,’ she said firmly. ‘Ah, Withers. I shall reply to the telegrams myself from the post office this morning. But you should please prepare for two gentleman house guests on the weekend of the bridge tournament, and one gentleman the following weekend.’

At this point the telephone rang and Withers departed to answer it.

The Major stared quizzically at his wife. He could not remember them inviting a single house guest to stay the weekend since they had been married. She met his glance levelly.

‘The flank attack?’ he asked.

Silently, she nodded. So at least now he knew when the attack would be launched, though not what form it might take.

Withers re-entered the room.

‘Message from the golf club, sir,’ she announced. ‘Could you please drop in and see the manager at your earliest convenience?’

‘Ah, yes, that’s alright,’ he replied, dismissing her with an expansive gesture.

‘I say, Liz-girl,’ he said awkwardly as the door closed behind her. ‘You couldn’t see your way clear to lending me a fiver, could you?’

As it happened, the timing of the Mapp-Flint’s revelations was not long delayed as there occurred later that morning one of those impromptu gatherings where all the major figures of Tilling society found themselves spontaneously approaching the same road junction at the same time.

The Major said ‘Quai-Hai!’ as was his wont. Quaint Irene resolutely said ‘Morning, comrades’. The Padre said ‘Good day to ye’, while everyone else said ‘Good morning’.

‘Any news?’ Diva asked.

‘Not really, dear,’ Mapp said briskly, ‘just on my way to the post office to send some telegrams.’

‘Golly, what’s so important?’ Diva enquired, for Mapp’s views on the ruinously expensive nature of telegrams (as indeed of everything else) were well known.

‘More transport arrangements perhaps, Elizabeth?’ Lucia suggested.

‘Fan mail for Noël Coward, more like,’ cried Irene.

The Major bristled, wishing that he had a riding crop to hand. Yet he need not have worried for, far from wilting under this combined assault, Mapp came back strongly.

‘Naughty, Irene!’ she chided her. ‘Or – what is it you say, worship? – cattiva, isn’t it? Mr Coward was very understanding of my natural mistake at the fête. After all, if one is well aware that a lookalike contest is in progress, then it is hardly unreasonable to assume that someone who looks like the original is in fact one of the contestants.’

‘Ah, but he was the original, and you didn’t expect him to be there, did you?’ that hateful Irene Coles persisted.

‘Surely that’s implicit in what I’ve just said,’ Mapp countered with one of her sweetest smiles. ‘And anyway, quaint one, nobody expected him to be there, if you remember, because dear Lucia chose to keep it a secret. Quelle surprise, indeed, n’est ce pas?’

Mr Wyse, who found these personal duels extremely distressing, but had become resigned to them nonetheless, attempted to change the subject.

‘May we hope, Mrs Mapp-Flint, that you have secured some teammates for the bridge tournament? Tilling would be very sad to be deprived of the company of two such congenial companions as the Major and yourself.’

‘We have,’ she replied, with another broad smile. ‘In fact, since you have dragged the secret out of me, Mr Wyse, that is the subject matter of my telegrams. I am very happy to inform you that Benjyboy and I have secured the services of two professional bridge players to partner us.’

This remark made a deep impression, as she had expected it to, and she watched with gratification as everyone looked stunned. However, it rapidly transpired that the nature of the impression was not exactly what she had envisaged.

‘Professionals?’ Diva echoed. ‘Surely not, Elizabeth?’

‘Why yes, Diva, why not? With all you dear ones who are our regular little playmates unavailable to us, what could be more natural?’

‘What would be more natural,’ Irene replied with some heat, ‘would be to ask at the library desk for the list of visitors who haven’t been able to form a team but would like to be put in touch with another pair. As Lucia is doing, aren’t you, angel?’

Mapp looked blank. She had no idea such a list existed. Lucia looked expressionless and made one of those little noises of hers which could have meant anything.

‘Hardly a felony though, Irene, to engage some professionals, surely?’ Lucia ventured. ‘After all, that is what they exist for, to play bridge for money.’

‘How like you!’ Irene said warmly. ‘To find something nice to say about everyone.’

The ‘even Mapp’ was clearly understood, even though not expressly stated.

‘Not very sporting, though, is it?’ interjected Diva, who had gone rather red in the face. ‘Gives you an unfair advantage.’

‘Charity, Mistress Plaistow,’ murmured the Padre, hoping that the message would be understood more convincingly than it was conveyed. He had been harbouring covetous thoughts of winning the cash prize himself. As the universally acknowledged leading bridge player in East Sussex, such hopes were not unreasonable, despite the erratic bidding habits of Irene Coles and the tendency of Diva Plaistow either to fail to draw trumps or to forget what they were.

‘Hear, hear, Padre mio,’ Lucia said warmly. ‘Elizabeth is quite within her rights to include professionals within her team. Indeed, the rules specifically permit it.’

The others gazed at her, wondering at this support for Elizabeth Mapp-Flint coming from such an unexpected quarter. Seeing that some further exposition of her stance was clearly called for, Lucia strove to supply it.

‘This is a bridge tournament, open to all comers, not one of our little bridge teas, delightful though those are. The whole purpose of it is to put Tilling firmly on the map, and that is what I am convinced it will do. Why, surely you can all see how it will strengthen our argument for a daily express to London?

‘Are we to stand aside from the bridge world as a whole?’ she went on. ‘Are we to pull up the drawbridge and retreat into our own little parochial world, to shut ourselves off from all the experience of playing with other players, yes and better players too? Fie, I say! This is an opportunity, and we must prove equal to it. Indeed, we must prove worthy of it.’

As her address progressed, the unmistakable timbre of her Queen Elizabeth voice became clearly evident and Georgie was momentarily transported back to the village green at Riseholme and Lucia’s Elizabethan pageant, with himself, having been Riseholme’s leading young man for at least the last two decades, as Raleigh, being knighted by Lucia on the deck of the Golden Hind. He gazed at her fondly as he remembered. How long ago it all seemed, though.

There was silence as her exhortations towards more noble sentiments and more manly conduct died away.

‘Angel,’ breathed Irene admiringly.

‘Mrs Pillson as always,’ Mr Wyse commented with a bow in her direction, ‘reminds us of our neighbourly instincts, and the Reverend of our Christian duty.’

‘Well, there we are,’ Mapp said, beaming widely once again. ‘Benjyboy and I must away to the post office. By the way, worship, you will be glad to hear that I have taken your advice to heart about weekend house guests. Why, I have just had an invitation accepted from a very charming man for the weekend after the bridge tournament.’

‘I am delighted to hear it, Elizabeth,’ Lucia replied. ‘And naturally you must bring him to my tea party on the Saturday.’

‘Thank you, dear, I’m sure we would all love to come.’

The Mapp-Flints and the Pillsons parted in opposite directions, both hoping for their entirely different reasons that the whole issue of professional players had now been settled and discarded. In this, however, they were all to be disappointed.

As they walked away discussion broke out anew behind them. Discussion which rapidly became first intense and then animated, with Quaint Irene waving her pipe for emphasis. Clearly Lucia’s regal strictures had not made so strong an impact upon her subjects as she would have wished.


Chapter 21

‘Oh, drat the woman!’ Georgie exclaimed to Lucia as they sat together after lunch. ‘It really is uncanny the way she dogs our footsteps. It’s almost as though she knows what we’re thinking.’

‘Agreed, Georgie. Why, if all the staff hadn’t been with us for years, then one could almost imagine that there was a spy in our midst.’

‘Oh, I can’t imagine Foljambe doing anything like that,’ Georgie expostulated. ‘Why, she’s been with me since the very beginning, when I first bought my house in Riseholme.’

Being of a delicate disposition, and very attached to Foljambe, there were in fact various things which he did not like to imagine her doing.

‘As has Grosvenor,’ Lucia reminded him severely, ‘and Cook, and Cadman.’

‘Yes, I know, the very idea is preposterous,’ Georgie agreed. ‘But the fact remains that she’s got us into a jolly awkward situation.’

‘I really don’t see that, Georgie,’ Lucia said. ‘In fact, I rather think she’s got us out of one. All we have to do is telegram our two professionals, agreeing to pay them anyway but asking them to come with two other professionals as a team of four and not to mention our prior arrangement.’

‘Pay all four, you mean?’ Georgie asked.

‘If necessary,’ Lucia responded briskly, ‘though I expect there will be lots of professionals out there who will be happy to come and play just for the lure of the cash prize.’

‘You are wonderful, Lucia,’ he said, gazing at her fondly. ‘You seem to be able to find an elegant solution to every problem.’

She smiled back at him and was about to lapse into an ickle bit of baby talk when Grosvenor knocked and entered the room.

‘Mr Wyse, madam,’ she announced.

‘Dear lady,’ Mr Wyse said, showing distinct signs of nervousness as he was ushered into the room, ‘a thousand pardons for disturbing you in the middle of the afternoon.’

‘Not at all, not at all,’ Lucia reassured him. ‘Won’t you sit down?’

Mr Wyse perched irresolutely on the edge of a chair. Wearing royal blue velvet plus fours with a matching jacket, he brought to mind a fidgety child being adjured to pose for a portrait by Gainsborough.

‘I come by way of a delegation,’ he began, ‘on what is, I confess, a most delicate and troubling matter.’

‘Would you rather that I left you two alone?’ offered Georgie.

He had a sudden premonition that Mr Wyse’s visit might concern Susan, and shuddered at the thought of having to listen to female medical conditions being described. Nor, of course, did he wish to embarrass Mr Wyse in such a case.

‘Thank you, no,’ came the reply. ‘In fact, what I have to say very much concerns you both.

‘The bridge tournament,’ he went on, ‘appears to have become the subject of much discord. The news that our friends the Mapp-Flints propose to enter the competition with professionals as teammates has aroused strong passions.’

‘Oh dear,’ said Lucia with a concerned expression. ‘Yes, I was afraid that might be the case. Poor Elizabeth can be rather impetuous sometimes. She really should have stopped to consider what effect such action might have on the esteem in which she is regarded socially.’

‘Quite so,’ Mr Wyse agreed, ‘though,’ he went on hastily, ‘I personally hold the Mapp-Flints in the highest esteem.’

‘As do we all,’ Lucia seconded warmly.

‘Quite so,’ Mr Wyse said again. ‘I am relieved that we are agreed on that, as it makes my task that much easier.’

‘Do go on,’ Lucia urged him.

‘I am afraid,’ he said sadly, ‘that popular opinion seems to be much inflamed against that couple. Between the three of us, I believe that this is partly because of Mrs Mapp-Flint’s, well, stance over the fête, coupled of course with the curious business of the coach.’

‘And so this is in the nature of the last straw?’ Georgie interjected.

‘In a sense, yes. I certainly think there has been an accumulation of actions by Mrs Mapp-Flint which, viewed with the benefit of hindsight, might be considered to have been unwise, or even intemperate.’

When Mr Wyse gave judgement in such magisterial style, it was usual for those present to sit quietly for a few moments and nod sagely in agreement, which Lucia and Georgie duly did.

‘But what’s to be done?’ Georgie asked then. ‘Surely there’s no suggestion of the Mapp-Flints being tarred and feathered, or sending them to Coventry, or anything like that?’

‘Such sentiments were expressed by Miss Coles,’ Mr Wyse admitted painfully, ‘but happily wiser counsel prevailed.’

He wrinkled his nose, which was his usual sign of social distress. ‘Here I fear I come to the embarrassing part. You see, both the suggestions which have been advanced would involve you and Mr Pillson in significant expense. Indeed, there seems almost to have been an underlying assumption that you would be happy to incur such expense, which I had occasion to speak quite sharply about.’

The thought of Mr Wyse speaking sharply to anyone was a novel one, and Lucia wondered briefly just what sort of language might have been employed. Dismissing the thought, she waved a hand gracefully with a smile, as though swatting away any potential embarrassment.

‘Do go on,’ she said.

‘The first suggestion,’ he said, ‘is that you might be prepared generously to make available a further prize, or perhaps trophy, to the highest placed team that does not contain a single professional. I put this forward very diffidently as, of course, Susan and I would of course be playing in just such a team.’

‘An inspired suggestion,’ Lucia cried, clapping her hands. ‘It shall be done! Let me write it down at once.’

‘The other suggestion,’ Mr Wyse went on as she wrote briefly but intensely in her notebook, ‘is, I fear, even more presumptuous.’

He hesitated but then went on.

‘This suggestion is, I freely confess, not of my own making, and I am all too conscious that it may smack of, well, childishness frankly, but I have undertaken to deliver it nonetheless.’

Lucia looked at him expectantly. So did Georgie. In his experience childish suggestions were often spiteful, so listening to them was always fun.

‘The proposal is,’ Mr Wyse said carefully, ‘that you and Mr Pillson might similarly engage the services of a pair of professional bridge players and thus steal the Mapp-Flints’ thunder, as you might say.’

‘No!’ said Lucia and Georgie instinctively.

Mistaking their emotion for disapproval at such a petty proposal being put forward, Mr Wyse looked wretched.

‘I know, I know,’ he said, literally wringing his hands, ‘but I did undertake to deliver the message. I thought it best to do so, as the alternative might have been a most unfortunate scene when the Mapp-Flints next venture into town.’

‘Dear Mr Wyse,’ Lucia said warmly. ‘Never was a man more aptly named. How sensible! How pragmatic!’

‘Then you are not offended by the suggestion?’ he ventured timidly.

‘Not in the least,’ Lucia assured him. ‘If that is the general will then I will be happy to accede to it, though like you I naturally deplore the sense of ill-will which lies behind it.’

‘Oh, I say,’ Georgie suddenly said, ‘I do believe I have an even better idea.’

‘Indeed, caro mio?’ Lucia asked.

‘Well, see what you think, Mr Wyse,’ Georgie said. ‘If the motive is to upstage the Mapp-Flints, then why don’t we go the whole hog and hire the best two professionals we can find? You know, champions, or something like that?’

‘Georgie, how brilliant,’ Lucia enthused.

‘I do believe you have hit upon something, Mr Pillson,’ Mr Wyse acknowledged with a little seated bow. ‘The reductio ad absurdam which you propose would undoubtedly prove most popular with … with those who made the suggestion in the first place.’

‘Well,’ Lucia said doubtfully, ‘that may prove a rather tall order at such short notice, but rest assured, Mr Wyse, that we will do everything we can. No stone shall be left unturned in our urgent quest for two currently unengaged champion bridge professionals. I will begin telegramming at once. How you all work me so.’

Mr Wyse’s sense of relief was palpable as he took his leave and Lucia herself showed him out. As she stood waving at her front door, she called lightly after him, ‘No promises, mind!’

‘Bit rum that, I thought,’ Major Benjamin Mapp-Flint said to his wife that evening after dinner.

‘What, Benjy?’ she replied absently, looking up at him over glasses from some figures she was jotting down.

‘All that kerfuffle about us playing with a couple of pros,’ he said indignantly. ‘Anyone would think we were proposing to dig up the graves in the churchyard or something. Hasn’t a man got a right to play with anyone he wants to?’

‘It’s envy pure and simple,’ Mapp said briskly. ‘Envy that we thought of it and nobody else did. Envy that we are going to do better than they are – and envy, of course, about the cash prize, which we may now quite possibly win while they most certainly won’t.’

‘Quai-Hai!’ growled the Major contentedly at the thought of the cash prize. The five pounds which he had extracted earlier from his wife had served merely to reduce the balance of his bar bill to more acceptable proportions. He had of course made it clear to the manager that an officer and a gentleman was unaccustomed to having his credit thrown into question, but the wretched oik was unmoved, simply accepting the white banknote, proffering a receipt and saying, ‘Good day to you, Major,’ very drily indeed. Damned insolence.

‘Expensive, though, what?’ he commented.

The Major knew that, rather like her mother’s famed Blumenfeld piano, his wife had certain keys which, if pressed, could be relied upon to produce certain noises, most of them discordant.

‘Ruinous, more like,’ she squawked. ‘However,’ she went on less aggressively, ‘by having them to stay at Grebe we will save on the cost of putting them up in a hotel. That reminds me, I must tell Withers to get another swede for dinner.’

‘Don’t forget the cash prize, Liz-girl,’ he said.

‘I haven’t forgotten,’ she assured him, ‘but there’s no guarantee that we’ll win it, of course.’

‘But what if we do?’ he pressed her. ‘After all, we must be in with a chance, what with playing with professionals and everything.’

‘I’ve just been making some calculations. If we win the prize – and it’s a big if, mind – then most of it will cover the cost of hiring our teammates.’

‘With something left over, surely?’ the Major asked. ‘They can’t be that expensive.’

‘With a little something left over, certainly,’ Mapp grudgingly admitted.

Once again the Major felt able to surrender himself to visions of chota pegs taken on sun-dappled verandas while dusky beauties draped themselves in willowy fashion over cane furniture. This pleasing vista was, however, torn cruelly from sight by his wife’s next words.

‘Perhaps even enough to have the drains seen to,’ she said.

The Major gaped uncomprehendingly.

‘Drains?’ he croaked. ‘Drains?’

‘Yes, drains, Benjy. Haven’t you noticed how much trouble we’ve been having with them lately? Why, my bathwater took simply ages to soak away last night.’

‘But, dash it all, Liz. Drains? I mean to say, they’re jolly useful things and all that, but hardly top of one’s agenda, what? I was thinking of a nice little sea voyage, India perhaps. Always wanted to show you India, old girl.’

‘Nice of you,’ his wife replied curtly, ‘but you’ve obviously forgotten how travel by sea disagrees with me. Surely you remember how seasick I was in the Channel coming back from Italy?’

‘Ah,’ he responded, ‘now you come to mention it, I had forgotten. Well, maybe I could go by myself, then. Only for the health, you understand. Been feeling jolly peaky recently, now I think about it.’

Mapp treated this pathetic bid for freedom with the contempt it deserved.

‘Drains,’ she said firmly, ‘and it’s no good you looking like that, Benjy. You’d soon notice if you didn’t have them.’

The Major expressed the view sotto voce that he would in fact be quite happy to do without drains if necessary. Come to think of it, he still had that old thunderbox around somewhere. In the attic perhaps?

‘What are you muttering about?’ his wife enquired.

‘I was just thinking we could dust off my old thunderbox if you like,’ he offered.

She looked blank, as well she might.

‘Earth closet, you know. Portable too. Jolly useful – you can move it around.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ she said sharply. ‘Earth closet, indeed. Sometimes I wonder about you, Benjy, I really do.’

This was the closest Major Benjamin Mapp-Flint would ever come to returning to the haunting, sun-drenched haunts of his youth. Which was perhaps just as well, for Indian Muslims were busily massacring trainloads of Indian Hindus who were travelling to live with their fellow Hindus, while Indian Hindus were busily massacring trainloads of Indian Muslims who were travelling to live with their fellow Muslims. It seemed to occur to nobody that simply allowing the trains to reach their destinations could in fact have fulfilled everybody’s aspirations.

‘By the way,’ Elizabeth said, in a rather ominous tone of voice, ‘I ran into Mrs Collins when I was changing my library book earlier. Her husband is on the committee of the golf club, you know.’

‘Ah,’ the Major said non-committally.

‘Apparently he’s very upset that one of his candidates, Mr Gillings from the garage I think, has been refused membership because of something you wrote in the objections book.’

‘Not the right sort of chap,’ the Major said curtly. ‘Wouldn’t have fitted in at all. Kindest thing for everybody.’

‘She also said,’ she continued, very grimly indeed, ‘that the committee was concerned about the size of your bar bill.’


Chapter 22

The next day Georgie and Lucia were invited to London to agree the final designs for the opera house development, though Lucia had some time ago declined, as she needed to be in Tilling to oversee the final preparations for the bridge tournament.

It was a fine day in London and Georgie found himself hoping, as he travelled across town by taxi, that this presaged fair weather for the bridge tournament the next day. Arriving at Covent Garden during the day when the foyer was empty, rather than in the evening when it was full of brilliantly dressed people and resounded to brilliantly dressed chatter, was still a novel experience. When he came to meet Olga, he always went to the stage door.

A few minutes later found him in David Webster’s office.

‘Pillson, my dear fellow,’ Webster enthused, shaking him by the hand, ‘come in, come in. I have something to show you.’

‘Yes, some plans, I believe,’ Georgie said.

‘Oh, much better than that, come and see.’

He led the way to a small table upon which was laid out an architect’s model of how the fully developed building would appear. The new wing housing the rehearsal facilities and a small studio for workshop performances nestled snuggly against the main building. Everything looked crisp and white and new.

‘Oh, how parfect,’ Georgie breathed.

Webster chuckled.

‘It can’t be opened up like a magic box, I’m afraid, but take a look at these.’

So saying, he showed him some artist’s impressions of the interior both of the new wing and of the backstage area. Georgie was particularly happy to see that the new changing rooms seemed much more snug than before. Olga was always complaining about the draughts, not to mention the appalling sounds the pipes made every time she turned on the hot water tap.

‘And the plumbing?’ he asked airily, with, he hoped, all the insouciance of a man well versed in major property projects. ‘That has been taken care of, I suppose?’

‘Oh yes, indeed,’ Webster said, rubbing his hands. ‘Thanks to your generosity, old chap, we have been able to take care of everything that has been on our “to do” list for years. Why, we are even switching to oil-fired heating and hot water so those poor chaps won’t have to toil away in the boiler room shovelling coal any more.’

‘Well, that’s all very gratifying,’ said Georgie happily.

‘I’ll show you something even more gratifying.’ Webster suddenly lowered his voice. ‘Here, sit down while I make sure we’re not disturbed.’

Georgie sat on a gorgeous little antique chair (Regency, he fancied) while Webster locked the door of his office. Returning, he took out another key and unlocked the centre drawer of his desk. Taking out what looked like yet another plan, he laid it on the desk and Georgie, craning forward, tried to inspect it but failed, as he was not wearing his glasses.

‘This,’ said Webster, ‘is the design for a commemorative plaque to be placed in the foyer downstairs after the completion of the works. I wanted you to see it. I think you’ll see why.’

‘Oh,’ Georgie said, slightly apprehensively, taking out his glasses and putting them on. He gazed afresh at the piece of paper, and his heart leapt as he read the exquisitely chiselled script.

This opera house has been extensively modernised and extended thanks to the generous patronage of Sir George Pillson, Bart.

‘Oh,’ he said again, gazing at Webster.

Webster closed one eye and laid a finger along the side of his nose.

‘Mum’s the word,’ he said. ‘I’m not supposed to say anything, which is why I wanted you to see this accidentally, as it were.’

‘I don’t know what to say,’ Georgie said breathlessly.

‘No need to say anything,’ Webster replied with a laugh, ‘after all, you don’t know anything about it, do you? Wait until you get the letter from Downing Street, which incidentally Norman Brook tells me should not be long delayed. There’s a special honours list coming out soon for some odds and sods that got left over from the war: generals and admirals retiring, some chaps who never got their campaign medals because of mix-ups, that sort of thing. You’ll be in that for “services to the arts”. Fitting in a way, since I understand you never got anything for those radio shows of yours during the war.’

‘No, I didn’t,’ Georgie agreed, ‘though I never imagined anything like this.’

‘You’ll have to check whether your family has a coat of arms, by the way. If not, you’ll be able to apply to the College of Heralds for a Grant of Arms. I understand that, within reason, they let you design them yourself.’

‘Oh,’ Georgie said again.

All these new developments were hitting him as if ejected from a high pressure hose. He could not even begin to imagine the pleasure of designing a coat of arms, and then just think of all those happy hours he could spend embroidering it into his undergarments.

‘I say, though,’ he said suddenly. ‘What about Olga? I shall feel a bit of a fraud accepting a knighthood – a baronetcy in fact – when she will still be plain Miss Bracely. Why, she’s one of the finest opera singers in the world. If Dame Nelly Melba qualified, why doesn’t she?’

‘She’s been asked,’ Webster said, ‘and turned it down. More than once, I think. To be honest, I think that’s one reason why yours has gone through so quickly and smoothly. Norman Brook was very glad of an opportunity to do something for her.’

‘She never said anything to me about it,’ Georgie said wonderingly.

He had a sudden unwelcome thought, which cut through him like a knife. Suppose she had done some sort of deal with Norman Brook, effectively trading her ‘damery’ for his knighthood? If so, he could not possibly accept.

‘Now, how about a spot of lunch?’ Webster asked. ‘We could walk down to the Savoy and go to the Grill, if you like?’

So Georgie found himself being guided out of the opera house again. Pausing only to put on their hats, they stepped out into Bow Lane and started down towards the Strand.

‘By the way, old chap,’ Webster said thoughtfully, ‘talking of your radio show reminds me. I never could develop a liking for your recipe for cabbage stalk pie.’

‘Well,’ said Georgie with some asperity, ‘there was a war on, you know.’

Lucia was meantime usefully occupied on the telephone for fully three hours, before putting on her hat and sallying forth to the town hall to check that all the arrangements were just so. However, one of her first calls that morning was to Mr Wyse, so that when the usual gathering occurred a little later he was well briefed on the latest developments.

‘Any news?’ Mapp asked brightly, for she had resolved to ignore the nonsense about professional bridge players for the childish jealousy that it clearly was.

‘Mr Georgie up to London,’ Diva said. ‘On the train. Up to the opera house, I’ll be bound.’

‘Goodness, what a lot of upping and downing all of a sudden,’ Mapp commented. ‘I really don’t know how he doesn’t get giddy.’

Nobody else laughed, so the Major gave a short bark which might charitably have been interpreted as one.

‘Approving the final plans for the development work, I understand,’ Mr Wyse said gravely.

‘Yes, well,’ Mapp acknowledged reluctantly, ‘all very fine, I’m sure, for those who can afford such things, but I still think there’s something very fishy about it all. Why Georgie rather than Lucia? It’s her who’s always been the “gracious patroness” up until now. I don’t understand why she should suddenly change tack.’

‘I dare say it’s because Mr Georgie is keen on the opera, ye ken,’ the Padre suggested. ‘So his dear wife wanted to give him a chance to show his support, as it were.’

‘Well, I still say there’s something queer going on,’ Mapp persisted. ‘After all, Lucia never does anything without good reason. It’s always part of some carefully thought-out plan.’

The others glanced at each other in a mixture of despair and irritation.

‘Drop it, Elizabeth,’ Diva said quietly. ‘I should, really.’

‘And where is Lady Bountiful this morning, anyway?’ Mapp asked. ‘Not coming among us common folk for a laying on of hands, or a distribution of alms money? What a shame.’

The Major saw the glances which flashed around the group again and felt that the old girl might possibly be laying it on a bit thick. But before he could think of some brilliant conversational turn to change the subject on to safer ground, Mr Wyse cut in smoothly.

‘I have some news which will be of interest to anyone playing in the bridge tournament,’ he announced. ‘Which, I think, includes us all.’

He gazed around to make sure that he had everyone’s attention. He need not have worried.

‘Two pieces of news, actually,’ he continued. ‘The first is that Mrs Pillson has generously agreed to make available a further cash prize for which only teams not fielding any professional players will be eligible.’

The Padre felt a ray of sunshine pierce his being, while Irene said, predictably, ‘How like her,’ in a tone of fervent devotion.

‘How very generous indeed,’ Mapp said through clenched teeth.

‘The second will be of particular interest to you, Mrs Mapp-Flint, and you, Major.’

Mr Wyse bowed to each in turn.

‘Us?’ the Major asked uneasily.

‘Yes, indeed. I received a telephone call from Mrs Pillson this morning, during which she informed me that she had been so taken with Mrs Mapp-Flint’s idea of contracting professionals to play with her that she had decided to do the same herself.’

The Major was puzzled to note that this news was greeted with instant acclaim while their own similar tidings had been, well, not very well received. His wife was not remotely puzzled, but in the grips of a much deeper and darker emotion.

‘How very gratifying,’ she said, struggling for control, ‘that Lulu should have adopted my idea. However, I believe she will struggle to find anyone at this short notice.’

‘On the contrary,’ Mr Wyse replied. ‘I understand that she secured the services of Mr Harrison-Grey through a mutual friend in London.’

‘Oh,’ the Padre said at once, ‘but of course, I read his newspaper column. Didn’t he win the world championship last year?’

‘No,’ Mr Wyse corrected him, ‘just the European, I think.’

‘Goodness me,’ Susan commented, smiling benignly at Elizabeth, ‘just think of playing bridge against a European Champion! Why, we will be able to dine out on the story for years.’

‘Yes, aren’t we lucky?’ Mapp responded, her wide smile fixed in place. ‘Dear Lulu really will have put us on the map. So nice. So generous. So like her. Well, au reservoir all, Benjy-boy and I must get about our business.’

This time she did not wait until reaching home before saying either ‘That woman!’ or ‘It’s all so unfair!’ In fact she delivered both phrases right there in the High Street as soon as she felt the others were safely out of earshot.

‘Steady, Liz-girl,’ the Major said, glancing around uneasily.

‘Don’t you “steady” me, Benjamin Mapp-Flint,’ she retorted. ‘Don’t you see the … the infamy of it all?’

‘Not sure I follow you, old girl,’ he said. ‘Personally I thought she was jolly decent to support you on the subject of professionals when the others got in a bit of a bate about it.’

‘That’s the point!’ hissed his wife. ‘Why would she do that? Why? When has she ever said anything even remotely supportive in the past?’

Had the Major not been wearing his cap he would have scratched his head. They paused at the lookout platform and he pondered her last comment.

‘Not sure that she ever has,’ he agreed at last.

‘Well, there you are then,’ she concluded triumphantly. ‘So why did she? Now put that together with the way that she is able to produce a professional bridge payer, and the European Champion to boot, out of a hat at less than twenty-four hours’ notice and what do you have?’

‘Blessed if I know.’ He cast a yearning glance in the direction of the Trader’s Arms.

‘Oh, Benjy, how can you be so dense? Look, there’s only one explanation which fits the facts.’

‘Which is?’

‘Which is that Lulu engaged the services of this Henderson-Whatsit man some time ago and was intending to spring him and his partner on us all as a surprise at the tournament, incidentally carrying off the cash prize and the cup into the bargain of course. Then when everyone got so cross about us playing with professionals, she got up one of her nasty little conspiracies and pretended to engage him, just “to put us in our place” no doubt. Didn’t you see how positively gleeful the others all looked when they heard the news?’

‘Yes, rum do, I thought,’ the Major replied. ‘Didn’t understand that at all.’

‘It’s because they all knew it was coming!’ Elizabeth shrieked. ‘Or hoped it was, anyway. Why, I wouldn’t mind betting that it was all that hateful Irene’s idea.’

‘I thought you said it was Lucia’s?’ he asked unhelpfully.

‘Well, it doesn’t matter exactly whose idea it was in the first place, does it? All that matters is that they’ve all ganged up against us. It’s so hurtful, Benjy, when all I’ve ever tried to do is show everyone how many lies she tells.’

‘I suppose there could be another explanation,’ the Major said eventually.

‘Really?’ she said coldly.

‘Well, consider this,’ he pondered, ‘suppose that she was genuinely upset by what the others said – she did support you after all, don’t forget – and just went out and hired this johnnie as a gesture of support, as it were, to show that she didn’t think you were doing anything wrong? Female solidarity as it were, between Tilling’s two leading citizens?’

Major Benjamin Mapp-Flint, late of His Majesty’s Indian Army, was at this juncture deeply shocked to witness his wife, while stomping at his side, utter a most unladylike expression which happily was heard by nobody but himself.


Chapter 23

‘Hello, my dear,’ Olga hooted down the line. ‘Thought I’d give you a ring to hear your news as I’m going to be stuck up in town for a while yet. Wasn’t it the bridge tournament a few days back? I’m dying to know how it went.’

‘Oh, what news!’ said Georgie at once. ‘Such a commotion.’

‘No!’ Olga responded. ‘Do tell me everything, and don’t miss out on a single detail. I’m in the bath and the water won’t go cold for ages yet.’

Georgie wondered briefly whether it was socially acceptable to receive a telephone call from a bathing lady friend, but decided to be reckless and go ahead.

‘Well, we didn’t win but we came third,’ he said. ‘And that was rather good actually, because we ended up with about twenty teams.’

‘Goodness, third out of twenty, that is good.’

‘Yes, I thought so too,’ Georgie concurred, feeling rather pleased. ‘So we each got a jolly nice little miniature cup and we’ve put them on the mantelpiece, though I do wonder whether mine might belong more naturally in my bibelot cabinet. What do you think?’

‘I would leave Lucia’s on the mantelpiece and put yours in the bibelot cabinet. After all, anyone who sees the one in the drawing room will know that the two of you won it jointly anyway.’

‘Yes, that’s what I thought,’ Georgie said contentedly. ‘Good, I’m glad that’s settled. I’ll go and find exactly the right place for it later. And I thought I might embroider a special doily for the one on the mantelpiece.’

‘Do bridge trophies have doilies?’ asked Olga dubiously.

‘I’m really not sure. How tarsome.’

‘But tell me about the commotion,’ Olga urged him.

‘Well,’ said Georgie, ‘it was a very new experience for all of us of course. We only ever play about eight or nine hands and suddenly there we were playing twenty-four in the morning and another sixteen in the afternoon. Jolly tiring, I don’t mind telling you.’

‘Yes, it must have been but get to the gory bit, Georgie, there’s a dear.’

‘Well, I said it was a new experience,’ he replied, ‘and another thing we had no experience of at all was a tournament director.’

‘Golly,’ said Olga, ‘what are they?’

‘They’re sort of bridge policemen,’ he explained. ‘They work out the scores and tell you who to play against next, and at which table, but they also deal with any problems that arise.’

‘Go on.’

‘Well, first of all Elizabeth’s opponents called the director and said she was trying to explain to her partner what her bid meant.’

‘And I’m guessing that’s frowned upon?’

‘Not just frowned upon. It’s cheating.’

‘Goodness!’

‘Yes, well then she insisted that she had every right to put her partner right if he misunderstood her bid and of course the director said she wasn’t entitled to at all, and then she accused him of being a petty official who was clearly determined to ruin everybody’s day.’

‘Poor Elizabeth,’ Olga said gently. ‘If only she would bite her tongue once in a while.’

‘I really do think she’s getting worse. The slightest little thing seems to set her off now.’

‘So what happened next?’ Olga asked.

‘They gave her a procedural penalty, which means they deducted some points. Actually, I’m not sure it would have made much difference because they weren’t doing very well in that round anyway. The Major doubled a slam, which you really shouldn’t do in teams, and of course the other side made it, and then he and Mapp had a big shouting match about what she should have led. Everyone was looking at them.’

‘Was that the end of it?’

‘No, unfortunately it wasn’t. Later on she tried that trick of hers when she drops a card on the floor, and then pretends to discover later on that she’s one short and demand a re-deal. Well, of course the director explained that you couldn’t do that, and that when she failed to follow suit with the card on the floor, she’d revoked, and as she’d won a trick afterwards that was a two trick penalty.’

‘How did she react?’

‘Very badly, I’m afraid. She started remonstrating loudly with the director that she couldn’t possibly be expected to follow suit with a card which wasn’t in her hand, so they brought the rule book to show her, and she snatched it out of their hands and threw it across the room. So that got her another procedural penalty.’

‘Oh, really, drat the woman!’ Olga exclaimed. ‘I’m so sorry that she spoiled Lucia’s tournament.’

‘Well, I’m not sure that she did actually,’ Georgie said. ‘You see, everyone else from Tilling was on their best behaviour, and simply looked at each other knowingly whenever she started cheating, and Lucia had the most beatific smile on her face throughout. I think Mapp’s professionals were jolly annoyed, though. I spotted them talking to her very severely during the lunch interval. At least I think it must have been very severely, because she’d gone jolly red in the face, and the Major was just standing there stiffly.’

‘And where did they come, in the end?’ Olga asked curiously.

‘Last, I’m afraid. It wasn’t just Mapp’s fault. I think she and Major Benjy both got very tired in the afternoon session and started making some silly mistakes. Then there was one more incident when someone claimed she’d been rubbing her ring to tell the Major to lead diamonds – she does do that, you know – and of course she denied it, but you could tell the directors were suspicious, nonetheless. One of them was hovering by her table almost all the time after that.’

‘Oh, how rotten for everybody,’ Olga said. ‘Do give me some good news to cheer me up, Georgie. Oh, hang on, I’ve dropped the soap. I just need to feel around for it a moment.’

There was a pause, during which Georgie wondered if he should close his eyes. He gazed at the print of Botticelli’s Venus on the wall of the telephone room and then quickly looked away again.

‘OK, I’m back,’ came Olga’s voice. ‘I do hope there is some good news, is there? If not, I’ve got some for you.’

‘Oh, rather!’ he averred. ‘Who do you think won the cash prize for the non-professional team? Why, the Bartletts, Diva and Irene.’

‘Oh, now that is wonderful news,’ Olga said sincerely. ‘After all, we know Diva could do with the money, and so could the Padre. He must be getting close to retiring soon, isn’t he?’

‘Do you know, I really hadn’t thought about it,’ Georgie said, ‘but now you come to think about it I suppose he must. Poor old Padre, if he is then I’m sure he doesn’t really want to go. He loves Tilling just as much as any of us. I do hope that putting in a good word for him with the Bishop might have done him some good.’

‘Well, it can never do any harm,’ opined Olga. ‘Now then, do you want to hear my news?’

‘Yes please.’

‘Well then, are you sitting down? Your knighthood has been approved, a baronetcy actually. Congratulations, Sir George. It’ll be announced in an honours list in a few months’ time.’

‘Oh, well yes, thank you, but I already knew about that, actually,’ Georgie replied uncertainly.

‘Damn and blast,’ said Olga damply at the other end amid splashes, ‘I was hoping to be the one to break the news. Hang on, by the way, I’m just getting out of the bath, so I need to put the phone down for a minute.’

This time he kept his gaze firmly averted from Venus, staring fixedly instead at an etching of the divine Beethoven.

‘Hello, Georgie, you still there? Don’t worry. I’m quite decent now so you can open your eyes. I’ve got my dressing gown on.’

‘Well, really!’ he protested, and was rewarded by a cackle of laughter at the other end.

‘Now tell me, how did you know?’ she pressed him. ‘Norman Brook told me the letters hadn’t gone out yet from Downing Street. There’s been a hold-up apparently over some Air Commodore with a housemaid in the family way.’

‘David Webster told me, or at least showed me,’ he explained, ‘but that doesn’t matter, Olga, because there’s something I really need to talk to you about and I want you to be perfectly honest with me.’

‘I don’t think we’ve ever had any secrets between us, have we Georgie?’ Olga said in a different sort of voice altogether, and then added, which gave him that funny butterfly feeling again, ‘nor ever will, I hope.’

‘Well, alright then,’ he replied, trying to keep his voice steady. ‘Webster told me that you had refused a damery of your own, and I really need to know whether you sacrificed it as part of some sort of deal to get me my honour instead.’

‘Dear Georgie,’ she said tenderly. ‘If that had been required, I would have done it gladly, but I didn’t. I turned it down for the same reason that I did last time. I’m from the gutter. I told you that from the very beginning. I’m just an ordinary person with an extraordinary voice. That makes me a special person in some eyes – not my own, but other people’s. But I’m not, I’m just plain old Olga, and plain old Olga I will remain, thank you very much. Why, if I was Dame Olga then I might have to start being polite to people I don’t like, or not being able to spend so much time with someone I like very much indeed, and you know who that is, don’t you, Georgie?’

‘Oh,’ said Georgie, and then no more.

‘So the answer is no, Georgie. I wish it wasn’t, because it would have been wonderful to be able to make some real sacrifice for you, but I didn’t have to do a thing, except sweet-talk old Norman a bit. So let’s not have any foolishness about you turning it down, or anything like that. That is what you were going to say, isn’t it?’

‘Well yes, it was,’ Georgie admitted readily, ‘but now there’s no need, is there?’

‘None in the least,’ Olga said firmly, ‘and anyway, think how devastated Lucia would have been if you’d turned it down and then she’d found out at some stage. I don’t think she would have understood your fine motives for a moment, do you?’

‘No,’ he said with feeling, ‘she wouldn’t.’

‘Well, there you are then. Lucia gets to be Lady Pillson; she will be delighted, and in fact everyone will be delighted except poor old Elizabeth Mapp-Flint.’

‘Yes,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘I do hope she’ll stop now. Wouldn’t it be lovely if everyone could just be friends?’

‘It’s not going to happen though, is it?’ Olga asked. ‘I think she’s too far gone. No matter what she does, she seems to have this knack of going too far and snatching defeat from the jaws of victory.’

‘Oh I say, that’s very good,’ Georgie said admiringly.

‘It’s not original,’ she told him. ‘I think Lincoln said it about one of his generals.’

‘Well, it’s still jolly good anyway.’

‘Do you think so? Then perhaps I should give it to Noël. After all, Johnnie always says that he can never have too many carefully prepared ad libs.

‘By the way,’ she went on as he laughed delightedly, ‘I’m taking my dressing gown off now to put some talcum powder on, just in case you want to look the other way again.’

‘Oh really!’ Georgie protested weakly. He had to admit, though, that it did make one feel awfully like a Parisian man about town to be sitting there quite calmly talking to a naked lady.

‘My dear, just before I go, there is something which I need to impress upon you and that is the need for absolute secrecy, even after you get the letter and reply to it. It’s seen as appallingly bad form to let anything slip before the honours list is published and it’s rumoured that some people have even been deleted in consequence and never got their honours after all. So please do be very, very careful, my love, won’t you?’

‘I think I understand what you’re getting at,’ he said hesitantly.

‘How clever of you. Yes, if I were you I would tell Lucia nothing at all, absolutely nothing. Let her find out when she sees the list published in The Times.’

‘It shall be exactly as you say,’ he said. ‘Oh, by the way, did you know that you get to design your own coat of arms?’

‘I hate to disappoint you,’ she answered, ‘but if that old battleaxe Lady Ambermere was your aunt or cousin or whatever, then you’ll probably find that you have a coat of arms already and just don’t know it.

‘But,’ she went on quickly, sensing his disappointment, ‘it will still be enormous fun, won’t it? Just think of all the things you could embroider it into.’

‘Yes, quite,’ he said happily.

‘Must go now. I’m about to start painting my toenails and I really don’t think you’ll want to watch that. Au reservoir, Georgie.’

‘Au reservoir,’ he answered, feeling strangely alone and deserted as he heard the phone click at her end.

He replaced the handset and wandered into the drawing room.

‘That was a very long phone call, caro mio,’ Lucia enquired mildly. ‘Olga, I suppose?’

‘Yes,’ he said, sitting down and picking up his glasses and his embroidery. Then, in what he hoped was a very sophisticated sort of way, he said, ‘She was in the bath.’


Chapter 24

‘I was telling Olga about the tournament and all that trouble with the Mapp-Flints,’ Georgie said over dinner that night.

‘Yes, I had a letter from the bridge authorities this morning,’ Lucia informed him. ‘Based on the report of the directors they are asking the opinion of the Chairman of the Tilling Bridge Club as to whether the Mapp-Flints should be banned from all competitions and, if so, for how many years. I haven’t decided what to reply yet.’

‘But there isn’t a Tilling Bridge Club, is there? I mean, not yet anyway,’ Georgie pointed out. ‘And even if there is, it certainly doesn’t have a Chairman.’

‘I think that’s a bit of a grey area, isn’t it, dear?’ said she innocently. ‘After all, the club must have been in existence in order to hold the tournament as an affiliated event, so the fact that we hadn’t got around to holding its first meeting doesn’t really matter, surely?’

‘But even if you’re right about that, if the club has never held a meeting, then it can’t have appointed a Chairman, can it?’

He finished his soufflé and sipped his Chablis with the air of a King’s Counsel having just argued a particularly strong point in front of the Court of Appeal.

‘Au contraire, caro mio,’ Lucia said. ‘The constitution of the club, which is there on my desk, clearly stipulates that the club was formed before the tournament took place and that I am to be its interim Chairman. So all I have to do is convene a meeting to adopt the constitution with retrospective effect, which I am confident will be done.’

Georgie sat aghast.

‘But you can’t do that,’ he protested weakly. ‘Really, Lucia, it’s a blatant subversion of the democratic process. You should know better, having been a town councillor for so long, yes and Mayor too.’

‘Oh, Georgie,’ Lucia said sadly. ‘How little you understand about politics.’

She rang for Foljambe and Grosvenor, who cleared away the soufflé plates and then served the lamb chops.

‘I have been thinking about it very carefully,’ she went on after they had left the room. ‘I think I will give the Mapp-Flints a choice. One option would be for them to be members of the club ab initio as it were, in which case they will of course be subject to the disciplinary jurisdiction of the parent body to which we are affiliated, and would have been at the time of the tournament.’

‘And what would that mean?’ Georgie asked.

‘It would mean that I would have to reply to this letter, apologising for the conduct of two of our members, agreeing with the directors’ recommendations, and suggesting a three-year suspension. Dear me, I suppose that might have to apply to attending the club as well. I hadn’t thought of that.’

‘But that would be awful,’ Georgie said. ‘If everyone in Tilling is going to play at the club, then it’s unlikely people will carry on with their bridge teas, in which case the Mapp-Flints wouldn’t have anybody at all to play with.’

Lucia gave one of her little noises, which this time seemed to signify agreement, regret and sympathy all in one.

‘That’s why I will suggest they adopt the second alternative,’ she said.

‘Which is what?’

‘That they withdraw their application to join the club, in which case I can reply saying that they were outsiders playing as visitors, not a member of any affiliated club, and therefore outside the jurisdiction of any disciplinary proceedings.’

‘Well, that sounds a lot better,’ Georgie observed with relief. ‘Then they can just apply later to join the club when all the brouhaha has died down?’

‘After a suitable interval has elapsed,’ Lucia said judiciously. ‘The constitution does give the Chairman the right to reject membership applications without assigning any reason, so I suppose it would be for me to indicate to them when I thought enough water had flowed under the bridge, so to speak.’

‘And when would that be?’ Georgie asked.

‘Well,’ she replied rather coyly, ‘I rather thought three years would be about right, don’t you think?’

‘Oh, Lucia,’ he sighed. ‘Aren’t we all getting a bit too old for this?’

‘What do you mean, Georgie?’ she said frostily. ‘Surely you’re not losing your stomach for the fight?’

‘No, not at all. It’s just that I was rather hoping that things might settle down a bit now that all the business with the fête is over, and that we might extend the olive branch, so to speak.’

‘Pish!’ Lucia riposted. ‘If you offer Elizabeth Mapp-Flint an olive branch, first she’ll hit you over the head with it and then she’ll claim that you stole it from her garden in the first place.’

‘I know,’ Georgie said ruefully, admitting defeat, ‘and probably also that it’s a Mapp family heirloom of incalculable value.’

‘Indeed,’ Lucia agreed, ‘so let’s have no more of this defeatist talk, Georgie. We finally have that woman exactly where we want her, ready for the coup de grâce. She has behaved very badly, and in public too, and all that piled on top of the business with the fête and the coach means that everybody will completely support them effectively being ostracised.’

‘Oh, I don’t think ostracised is the right word, is it?’ Georgie objected. ‘After all, people will still talk to them and invite them to dinner and everything, won’t they?’

‘Possibly, if they have the gall to come into town, that is. No, you mark my words, Georgie, total victory is in sight – and if you really want to see the last of Elizabeth’s scheming, then total victory is the only thing that will stop her.’

‘I suppose it’s like that conference at Casablanca, isn’t it?’ Georgie proffered. ‘When Roosevelt said we would only accept unconditional surrender.’

‘Mr Churchill was there too, Georgie,’ Lucia reminded him. ‘I’m sure unconditional surrender was all his idea in the first place.’

‘Yes, I expect it was,’ he concurred.

‘Oh, by the way,’ he added, finishing his lamb chop, ‘I meant to say that I don’t think you were quite correct with your “uno piccolo codettino” after the fête.’

‘Really, Georgie?’ she enquired coldly. ‘In which particular, pray?’

‘Well, in just about all of them actually. In the first place, coda is feminine, so surely it would be una piccola codetta.’

‘Masculine, I think you’ll find.’

‘What, and ending in an “a”? Feminine surely.’

‘One of the exceptions, I think you’ll find. I’m sure there’s a line in Dante somewhere which demonstrates it,’ she said rather vaguely. ‘I really must look it up in the morning.’

‘Then there’s the diminutive,’ Georgie pointed out. ‘If you say codetta, or codettino if you must, then you don’t need piccola or piccolo now, do you? That’s tautologous – you know, saying the same thing twice.’

‘Yes, thank you, Georgie. I do know what tautologous means.’

‘Well, I’m just saying we should be careful,’ Georgie said in mollifying tones. ‘You know how we’ve sometimes been caught out in the past, and we have to remember that Mr Wyse speaks quite good Italian, as does Olga.’

‘Mr Wyse did not correct me, caro mio.’

‘No, but I saw him wince slightly,’ Georgie said, ‘and then look as though he wished he hadn’t.’

‘Perhaps I shall ask his opinion on the matter the next time I see him,’ Lucia said archly. ‘I could feign ignorance.’

‘But that wouldn’t sit very well with our famed prowess in Italian, would it?’ Georgie pointed out. ‘Think what Mapp might make of that. Why, suppose she brought a fluent Italian speaker to one of your tea parties?’

Lucia briefly considered the possibility and then smiled and shook her head decisively.

‘Non dispiace, Georgie. She’s not bright enough to think of anything like that.’

The next morning Lucia rang Grebe and explained to Elizabeth Mapp-Flint the predicament in which she found herself as Chairman of the bridge club. Apologetically, she offered the two options which she saw as being available to the Mapp-Flints.

Unsurprisingly, Elizabeth Mapp-Flint raised exactly the same juristic objections which Georgie had advanced, and equally unsurprisingly received the same responses. Sounds of barely concealed outrage then ensued.

‘You don’t have a parrot, do you, Elizabeth?’ Lucia enquired.

A spluttering reply was construed by her as a negative.

‘I was just wondering where that sound came from,’ she observed innocently.

‘What sound?’ Mapp managed to utter.

‘A sort of squawking, very much like a parrot in fact. But then if you don’t have one, it can’t have been. Curious, though, I could have sworn it was a parrot.’

There was a long silence.

‘Are you still there, dear?’ Lucia asked at length.

Surprisingly, when Mapp’s reply came it was in a curiously calm voice.

‘Yes, thank you, dear.’

‘Well, what do you wish me to do, Elizabeth? I’m sure you appreciate that the matter is a delicate one. The Tilling Bridge Club is newly formed, and is a tender flower. We don’t want any whiff of scandal or controversy to nip it in the bud, as it might be, do we?’

‘The Tilling Bridge Club is not yet formed,’ Mapp said evenly.

‘Soon will be,’ Lucia replied, ‘and with retrospective effect. The constitution makes that clear.’

‘The club will not be formed,’ said Mapp with the authority of one who had spent quite as many years sitting on committees as had Lucia, ‘until the members meet and adopt the constitution. And you may find, dear worship, that some of those present might wish to propose some teeny weeny amendments.’

‘Really, Elizabeth? I don’t think so. Such as what, exactly?’

‘Such as the automatic adoption of a certain person as Chairman, dear. Some might feel that Mr Wyse, for example, might be a more appropriate candidate, particularly as you are so busy with other matters.’

‘Dear Mr Wyse,’ Lucia said dreamily.

‘And then of course there’s the Chairman’s powers to reject membership applications. Hardly very common, is it, dear one?’

‘Really, dear? Didn’t you have something similar in WITCH? Such a shame you had to resign, of course.’

There was another interval in which heavy breathing could clearly be heard.

‘So, which is it to be?’ Lucia asked. ‘What am I to reply to these wretched people? It is unfortunate they took such a stern view of your conduct, Elizabeth. We’re going to have directors at our club sessions too, by the way.’

‘Such an unnecessary formality, Benjy and I thought. Just interrupting and spoiling people’s enjoyment. I should think again if I were you. I can’t see it being a popular innovation. Anyhow, I didn’t know anyone in Tilling was qualified.’

‘Not at the moment, no,’ Lucia said, ‘but Georgie and I have volunteered. We’re going away on a director’s course quite soon.’

There was another pause as this news was digested.

‘Elizabeth dear,’ she said gently. ‘I really must press you for an answer.’

‘I think, dear, that we would rather wait for the inaugural meeting of the club,’ Mapp said smoothly. ‘Once that is over we will see who emerges as Chairman and exactly what their powers may be. I am sure you can see, worship, that it would be premature for us to commit ourselves before then, or indeed for you to reply. If you did, you might have to write again later saying that you did not have authority to say what you did, and that could all be very awkward for the club, couldn’t it? Such a tender flower should not risk being nipped in the bud by any sort of controversy.’

‘I’m surprised, Elizabeth,’ Lucia responded with one last throw of the dice, ‘that you should view the prospect of a three-year ban with such equanimity.’

‘Three years does sound rather extreme, don’t you think, dear? Three months sounds rather more realistic. We would of course appeal in any case. The directors were clearly hopelessly biased against us. I didn’t see them rebuking anyone else all day.’

‘On the contrary, dear,’ Lucia replied. ‘Three years sounds quite lenient to me. I think there’s a serious possibility it could be five, particularly if you start casting aspersions about the directors.’

More heavy breathing and then again a curious calmness on Mapp’s part.

‘So sweet of you to have our best interests so very much at heart, but it sounds as though we must await events. By the way, we are looking forward to your tea party tomorrow.’

‘Oh, yes,’ said Lucia absently, ‘and you’re bringing your house guest aren’t you?’

‘Indeed we are. Such a charming young man. We were introduced to him through a mutual friend in London. He’s down here on a walking holiday studying birds.’

‘And what does he do, this charming young man?’ Lucia asked with what might almost have passed for genuine interest.

‘I’m really not sure,’ Mapp said vaguely. ‘I believe it’s something in the City. A bank or something. Well, until tomorrow then, worship. Au reservoir.’


Chapter 25

Saturday morning saw Lucia and Georgie out and about earlier than usual, and as they were returning from their tasks they encountered the Wyses just setting out on theirs.

‘Any news?’ asked Susan cheerfully, as the gentlemen raised their hats.

‘Indeed there is,’ Lucia replied. ‘I have just been to the library to put up a notice convening the inaugural meeting of the bridge club for Monday afternoon. Four o’clock in the church hall, by kind permission of the Padre.’

‘Delightful,’ Mr Wyse said with a little bow. ‘We shall of course attend, won’t we, Susan?’

‘I am doubly glad to hear that,’ Lucia said, ‘as I would be grateful for your advice and support on a rather delicate matter which has arisen regarding the Mapp-Flints’ behaviour at the tournament.’

‘Oh dear,’ Susan said. ‘Did the directors report them?’

‘I am afraid so,’ Lucia responded with every appearance of sincere regret.

‘I am of course entirely at your disposal,’ Mr Wyse said, ‘if my advice can be of any value.’

‘Dear Mr Wyse,’ Lucia said, looking at him fondly, ‘grazie tante. Shall we say Mallards at eleven on Monday?’

‘It shall be so,’ he said with a bow. ‘And may I say how very much we are looking forward to your tea party this afternoon?’

With this, they went their separate ways.

The Mapp-Flints’ house guest turned out to be a very ordinary person indeed when he was presented on the Saturday afternoon. Lucia, who had some experience of such matters, found it hard to believe that he worked in a City bank, although of course he could always be a counter clerk. However, before she could probe matters further new arrivals called her away. It was only when everyone was seated and had their tea, and were paying the usual compliments as to the excellence of the cake, that proper conversation became possible.

‘So, Mr Chesworth,’ Lucia enquired warmly, ‘which bank do you work for?’

‘Bank?’ he echoed, looking startled.

‘Yes, you do work for a bank, I understand?’

‘Why no, Mrs Pillson,’ the young man explained, ‘I work at the British Museum. I thought Mrs Mapp-Flint had already told you that …?’

He glanced uncertainly at she who bore that name.

A sudden frisson of impending danger ran through Georgie’s frame, and he gazed at Lucia in concern. Surely she too must have guessed what might be coming? If so, none would have known it from her countenance, which continued to show a benevolent smile. As she turned her gaze upon Elizabeth she saw that she too was smiling, though perhaps not benevolently. Hers was more the exultant expression of a lioness, concealed in the undergrowth, who sees a particularly tasty wildebeest ambling towards her.

In that moment suspicion hardened into certainty in Lucia’s breast.

‘And in which department do you work, pray?’ Lucia enquired. Georgie was proud to note that as she handed him some tea the cup was rock steady in the saucer with not the slightest evidence of a rattle. ‘Accounts, perhaps?’

‘Why no, madam,’ Mr Chesworth replied with a proud smile. ‘I am an assistant curator.’

‘Really?’ Lucia exclaimed with every appearance of delight. ‘Why, isn’t that fascinating?’

She fixed Mapp with one of her most dazzling smiles.

‘Why, Elizabeth, dear,’ she marvelled, ‘how remiss of you not to mention that Mr Chesworth enjoyed such an exciting position.’

‘Thought it would be a nice surprise for you, dear,’ Elizabeth said, beaming with every appearance of sincerity. ‘I know how interested you are in antiquities. Naughty of me, I know.’

She gave a gulping noise which sounded awfully like a sea lion swallowing a herring, but which in fact did service for a laugh, and was usually recognised by her acquaintances as such.

By that innate instinct which allows refined company to sense impending social disaster without yet comprehending what, how or why, the background conversation faltered and died. All eyes turned to Lucia.

‘And what, Mr Chesworth, is your specialty, pray?’ Lucia continued, offering him a plate of biscuits. ‘Why, Egyptology, I’ll be bound. You remember, Georgie,’ she went on before any reply might reasonably be expected, ‘how much we enjoyed all those wonderful sarcophaguses the last time we went up to town. Or is it sarcophagi, I wonder? How dreadfully difficult these plurals can be.’

‘Sarcophagi, I expect,’ Georgie ventured, quick to assist Lucia in steering the conversation on to safer ground.

‘Dear Mr Wyse,’ Lucia said, ‘do put us out of our misery.’

Mr Wyse was generally acknowledged as the fount of all wisdom, or at least that part of earthly wisdom which was available in Tilling, for did he not complete The Times crossword every morning?

‘“Sarcophagi” would have my vote,’ he pronounced gravely. ‘The word is derived from the Greek, I believe, and translates literally as “flesh-eating”.’

There were involuntary exclamations of disgust from various quarters, particularly from Evie Bartlett, who was known to have a delicate stomach.

‘Goodness, how macabre,’ Lucia opined. ‘But then I always said that the Egyptians were positively obsessed with death. Isis and Osiris, you know –’

‘Not like the Romans, dear?’ Mapp interjected quickly.

‘The Romans?’ Lucia echoed.

Georgie gave a little gasp of vexation as the conversation was pulled expertly back into the jaws of the waiting lioness.

‘Yes, dear, didn’t you excavate a Roman temple or something in your garden all those years ago? Why, don’t I remember the newspapers writing about your finds?’

‘Oh really?’ asked Mr Chesworth with a puzzled expression. ‘I wasn’t aware of that.’

‘Well,’ observed Georgie somewhat desperately, ‘if you’re an Egyptologist that’s not really surprising, is it?’

‘Oh, but I’m not,’ the threat in their midst explained. ‘On the contrary, Roman Britain is my specialist area. That’s exactly why I’m surprised not to have heard anything about it.’

Elizabeth Mapp-Flint beamed beatifically.

‘Quelle surprise indeed,’ she commented. ‘Why, Lulu, I seem to remember you telling us that you had dug up positively yards and yards of Roman remains. Surely it was a temple of Apollo, wasn’t it? Just to think of all those years I spent living in Mallards and never suspected what was hidden beneath the garden.’

Lucia clapped her hands and smiled gaily.

‘Cattiva Elizabeth,’ she replied. ‘Naughty of you to arouse Mr Chesworth’s interest so! You know very well that my finds amounted to hardly anything – just a few shards of pottery, that’s all. A temple of Apollo, indeed – the very idea! Why, it hardly made the pages of the Tilling Gazette, far less the national press.

‘No, I’m afraid you’ve been letting your imagination run away with you,’ she went on playfully. ‘A temple of Apollo, forsooth! Why, that would have been a find of international significance and poor little Tilling would have journalists crawling around it from all over the world.’

As Mr Chesworth nodded his earnest agreement, she laughed merrily and turned to Diva to offer her another cup of tea, but Mapp was not to be so easily deflected.

‘Come now, Lucia, don’t be so modest,’ she protested, her beaming smile spreading more widely than ever and revealing a rather frightening array of teeth. ‘Why, surely you spoke of bones from animal sacrifices and glass, and pipes and all sorts of things?’

‘Perhaps your memory is playing tricks, Elizabeth?’ Lucia countered. ‘After all, it was all rather a long time ago now.’

‘Yes, it was just after you bought the house from Elizabeth, wasn’t it?’ Georgie asked, attempting to ride to the rescue once more. ‘Why, it was all the fault of those gas men who came round when we smelt gas. It was they who dug up the garden, trying to find the leak. Do you remember?’

‘But, dear worship,’ Elizabeth persisted, treating Georgie’s intervention with the contempt she felt it deserved, ‘we can easily settle the point. You keep everything in that box over there, don’t you? And yet you’ve always been very naughty and never allowed us to have a look at them. Why not open it up and let Mr Chesworth have a teeny peek, just to satisfy our curiosity?’

‘Personally, I’m not the slightest bit curious,’ Quaint Irene asserted. She could sense that her beloved Lucia was stepping into danger, and that Mapp was the cause. ‘Why don’t you drop it, Mapp? If Lucia doesn’t want to show us, that’s her business.’

There was a half-hearted murmur of support from the Wyses, promptly swept aside.

‘Oh, but you see,’ Mapp gushed, ‘I’m sure Lucia is just being modest and not wanting to show us because she thinks her finds don’t amount to very much, but in fact that’s not true, is it, Mr Chesworth? I understand that even bits of pottery – shards did you call them, dear? – can be awfully interesting and tell an expert a great deal.’

She gazed expectantly at the man from the British Museum, who felt forced to concur. He began to expound on the architectural merits of pottery analysis but, becoming increasingly aware that there was an edge to the atmosphere which he neither understood nor welcomed, faltered and stopped in mid-sentence.

Georgie felt a tide of panic rising within him, as matters seemed to be progressing inexorably towards humiliation for them both. How unutterably foolish it now seemed for Lucia to have kept those rotten bits and pieces of nothing all these years rather than discreetly disposing of them when nobody would have noticed their disappearance.

Mr Wyse, who in truth had never believed the story of Lucia’s Roman remains in the first place, was alarmed at the prospect of distress and embarrassment being caused, but was unable to think of anything meaningful which he might do to avert it. Filled with an awful sense of impending doom, he gazed dismally at Susan, who met his glance with equal distress. He read confirmation that she understood the situation all too well. He tried looking at Major Benjy in the vain hope that he might telepathically be able to transmit an urgent plea for him to restrain his wife, but in vain. The good Major, having finally divined the nature of his wife’s long-awaited flank attack, was sitting bolt upright with a faint smile on his face; clearly any tacit appeal would go unanswered.

For once, Lucia’s face, too, was showing signs of animation, Mr Wyse noted. With an inward pang of hopeless realisation, he identified it as alarm. Oh, this was awful! It was like watching a condemned man being led to the scaffold. Yet he could neither halt the execution not offer any solace.

‘Why, I can’t even remember if it is all there,’ she said distractedly.

‘Yes!’ Georgie agreed with a sudden glimmer of hope, ‘some of it may have got lost over the years.’

‘Surely not?’ Mapp cried brightly. ‘Don’t you remember, worship, that, when you and Mr Georgie came back from Italy that time, you were proposing to build a museum to yourself – I beg pardon, I mean to the office of Mayor, of course.’

‘I don’t remember anything of the sort,’ the loyal Irene objected.

Mapp’s fangs glinted briefly in her direction.

‘I am glad to say, quaint one, that we managed to confine the matter behind the closed doors of the town hall. Many members of the council felt, understandably, that the suggestion was not in the best of taste.’

‘And what does that have to do with the price of fish anyway?’ Irene asked doggedly.

Mapp shuddered dramatically.

‘Really, dear, such vulgar music hall expressions!’

‘Well?’ Irene persisted.

‘If you must know, Lucia suggested at the time adding her Roman finds to such other items of local importance as her bicycle, her shopping basket and various of her costumes for tableaux vivants. So, you see, we can be sure that she has always preserved them most carefully for the benefit of posterity.

‘Now then, dear,’ she continued, returning the full weight of her attack to Lucia, ‘surely you will allow this nice Mr Chesworth to examine your treasures? I’m sure he will handle them very carefully.’

With this she cocked her head on one side and gazed at Lucia expectantly.

Georgie felt a terrible sick feeling in the pit of his stomach. It was rather like when he had feared he had lost Foljambe for good when she married Cadman, but even worse. A sudden realisation hit him that his promised knighthood would surely evaporate in a puff of smoke given the scandal which was about to break around his head, coupled with the realisation that he cared about this very much, not for his own sake, but for Lucia’s.

With slow, deliberate movements Lucia got up, lifted up the box, carried it across the room and set it down in front of Mr Chesworth. Then, still without uttering a word, she returned to her seat.

‘Oh, how exciting!’ Mapp exclaimed girlishly as he lifted the lid. ‘Just like Christmas! I wonder what treats we will find inside?’

Georgie looked on with quiet resignation as Mr Chesworth very carefully lifted out first some tissue paper and then some pieces of pottery.

‘Ah-ha!’ Mapp said. ‘The shards! Pray, Mr Chesworth, what can you tell us about them?’

‘Not very much, I’m afraid,’ he admitted. ‘They seem to be of fairly recent origin.’

‘We knew that, of course,’ Lucia explained. ‘We only kept them so that we would have a complete record of the excavation …’

She tailed off as she realised that only a few moments earlier she had as good as denied that any proper excavation had taken place at all.

‘A very sensible measure,’ Mr Chesworth said approvingly.

‘Well, they look just like pieces of broken flower pot to my untrained eye,’ Elizabeth commented. Dear me – how disappointing!’

‘There is more,’ Mr Chesworth said as he lifted out first another layer of tissue paper and then a knife blade.

‘Well now,’ Elizabeth commented with heavy sarcasm (indeed, she never employed any other variety), ‘that looks a little small to be a Roman sword.’

‘Perhaps they had a special unit of midgets, what?’ Major Benjy conjectured. He seemed unhappy when nobody reacted to this shaft of wit in the manner which he felt it merited.

‘It is a knife, of course,’ Mr Chesworth noted in a tone of slight reproof. It was becoming clear to him that he was being used, and it was not a sensation which he enjoyed. He glanced at Lucia sitting, beautiful yet stoic, on the other side of the room and tried hard to think of something positive to say.

‘It is perhaps from the last century,’ he proffered. A derisive snort from Elizabeth Mapp was his only reward.

Further rustling preceded the emergence of an old clay pipe.

‘We thought it was perhaps … Jacobean,’ Lucia said in rather a small voice.

‘That is indeed possible,’ Mr Chesworth averred quickly as he laid it aside, though he knew better. ‘Tobacco has been smoked in England since late Tudor times, as you know.’

Elizabeth Mapp snorted again, clearly unconvinced. Impatiently, she leaned forwards and thrust her own hand in the box and felt around. Finding nothing but tissue paper, she turned and stared suspiciously at Lucia.

‘But where is the glass, dear one? You distinctly mentioned glass. I remember it well.’

‘The glass, it seems, has been mislaid,’ Georgie observed.

One could at least be thankful for small mercies, he thought. It was the discovery of the first part of the word ‘Apollinaris’ on a fragment of what turned out to be a mineral water bottle which had first convinced Lucia that they were dealing with the site of a temple to Apollo. However deep their humiliation might already be, so deep indeed that they would almost certainly have to quit Tilling the next day never to return, they were at least to be spared the indignity of the whole world being made aware that they had mistaken something which could be bought on any day of the week in Twistevant’s for a Roman relic. Come to think of it, he dimly remembered Lucia telling Grosvenor to clear various ‘finds’ off the table on which she had been scrubbing them with a toothbrush and throw them away.

‘So that’s it then,’ Mapp observed. ‘No Roman remains at all. Oh, how disappointing.’

She gazed triumphantly about her.

‘You’re a spiteful old woman!’ Irene shouted suddenly and ran abruptly from the room, trailing the beginnings of a sob behind her.

The company looked awkwardly at each other. Mapp had never been known to be gracious in defeat in the past. She clearly had no intention of being so in victory either.

Perhaps, thought Diva, who had watched the proceedings with growing horror, Mapp could be forgiven at least a little. For many, many years she had been worsted continually by Lucia in every conceivable social situation. The fact that she had been forced by unwise investment decisions (which naturally but unfairly she blamed on Lucia) to sell Mallards to her rival had never been forgiven. Nor had the fact that it was Lucia, not she, the long-standing resident of Tilling, to whom the town council had turned when seeking first a co-opted member and then their Mayor. Elizabeth had been forced by cruel fate to wait a very long time for her revenge, and now that total victory had at last been delivered into her hands she was clearly intending to savour every moment of it.

Equally clearly, however, the remaining occupants of the room had no such intention. Led by Mr Wyse and the Padre, they were already rising to their feet and starting to mumble embarrassed thanks and farewells to Lucia.

‘Dear friends,’ Lucia said rather plaintively, ‘must you all go?’

It seemed they must. As Mapp glowered ferociously at the disappearance of her audience, the party began to take their leave, leaving Lucia to shame and disgrace.


Chapter 26

‘Georgie,’ Lucia suddenly spoke up uncertainly, ‘what about that coin you found? Where did you put it?’

Georgie looked blank, as well he might, for he knew perfectly well that he had found no such thing. He attempted to retrieve the situation by saying, ‘Oh, I really don’t know,’ but his agitation was palpable.

‘The box is empty, dear,’ Elizabeth reminded Lucia somewhat viciously, rustling the tissue paper inside to emphasise her point.

Diva, herself on the verge of tears, came back across the room to Lucia.

‘Give it up, Lucia. Much the best thing,’ she said quietly.

Then she turned to Mapp, her cheeks flushed.

‘Time to leave, Elizabeth,’ she said. ‘Best for everyone. Enough said.’

‘Hear, hear,’ said Mr Wyse, bowing to the room at large. With relief written plainly on their faces, the company made once again for the door.

Then Lucia’s voice issued forth again, rather stronger this time.

‘But how silly of me, I had quite forgotten the little drawer in the base of the box.’

With an audible collective sigh at this fresh sally, the others turned back, each trying to avoid catching anyone else’s eye.

‘Mr Chesworth,’ she cooed, ‘would you be so kind as to try it? I think one of those ornamental carvings at the bottom operates as a knob with which to pull it out.’

‘Why, so it does,’ he replied, after fiddling with the box for a minute. ‘Now, what have we here?’

He removed a very small piece of tissue paper and carefully opened it.

‘I say!’ he exclaimed. ‘This is more like it.’

‘What is it?’ Elizabeth asked, a hint of uncertainty appearing in her voice for the first time.

‘A coin,’ came the response, and then, like a casual rapier thrust into her vitals, ‘and definitely Roman.’

‘No!’ chorused the room.

‘Yes indeed,’ he assured them. ‘In fact, wait a minute, surely not …?’

He reached into his pocket for a small magnifying glass and scrutinised the coin intently. The room held its breath.

‘It can’t be,’ Elizabeth said instinctively. ‘It’s a trick, whatever it is.’

The others ignored this sally. Their attention was focused on Mr Chesworth, and his gaze was fixed on the coin.

‘Oh!’ he exclaimed in surprise. Then, as if an unseen blow had suddenly knocked all the breath from his body, he buckled at the knees and sat down very heavily on his chair.

‘Oh,’ he said again, but this time it was a weak, tremulous, unbelieving sort of ‘oh’ uttered with a rounded mouth and glazed eyes.

‘Is it of any interest?’ Lucia asked casually.

Mr Chesworth looked at her and nodded soundlessly. Then he took a big gulp of air and responded.

‘It is an aureus,’ he said. ‘A gold coin equivalent to twenty-five denari.’

‘A denarius was a penny, wasn’t it?’ Susan Wyse asked. ‘That’s the “d” that we use for pennies?’

‘Quite correct, madam,’ Mr Chesworth confirmed, ‘though the denarius was not a trifling unit of currency. There were coins right down to the quadrans, of which there were sixty-four to the denarius.’

‘Hardly very valuable, then,’ Elizabeth ventured hopefully. ‘Twentyfive pennies is only just over two shillings, after all.’

The rest of the room were then treated to the spectacle of Mr Chesworth looking surprised and trying not to laugh, which most afterwards agreed had been very nearly as satisfying as if he had actually done so.

‘Well,’ he said, clearly struggling for a sensible response, ‘in terms of its purchasing power at the time you have to think in terms of a soldier’s wages for nearly a month, but that’s not the point.’

‘The point, of course,’ came Lucia’s old, strong, confident voice, ‘would be its historical significance. If it had any, of course,’ she added innocently, ‘which I’m sure it doesn’t.’

‘Well, of course it doesn’t,’ Elizabeth interjected.

‘Oh, but it does,’ Mr Chesworth assured her.

‘Perhaps,’ Mr Wyse suggested, ‘the British Museum might enlighten us as to what that might be?’

The British Museum stood up, placed the coin and his magnifying glass on the table with a hand which trembled noticeably and spoke in a firm, clear voice as if addressing a lecture hall.

‘This is undoubtedly the most exciting numismatic find from Roman Britain ever made.’

‘No!’ came forth again the instinctive Tilling response to any item of news.

‘It is, as I said, an aureus,’ he went on, ignoring the interruption. ‘That in itself is quite unusual. Very little trade in Roman Britain required gold coins, and they were unpopular because they needed to be broken into so many smaller coins. If you imagine trying to pay for newspaper today with a five pound note you will understand something of the irritation of merchants of the day.

‘But this,’ he said, picking it up again with gleaming eyes, ‘is very special. It is stamped with the details of Gaius Marcus Aurelius Marius. As I am sure you know, he was one of those Emperors who was set up by the local soldiers, of whom he was General, despite the fact that there was already at least one other Emperor already on the throne.’

Everyone nodded in what they hoped was a knowledgeable fashion.

‘But surely,’ Lucia drawled languidly, ‘he only survived for a few months before being overthrown didn’t he?’ She furrowed her brow, obviously dredging up the details from her encyclopaedic knowledge of the twilight years of the Roman Empire. ‘He was killed by … Victorinus, wasn’t it? In 269 ad I seem to remember.’

‘Indeed he was,’ Mr Chesworth replied, with a nod to her powers of memory and erudition, which she acknowledged in a manner that hinted strongly at the urbane. ‘Which means it is very rare to find any of his coins at all, let alone an aureus. Why, until this very afternoon I had no knowledge that any even existed. Certainly none has ever been found – anywhere in the world.’

During the stunned silence that greeted this remark Lucia glided across the room and touched the bell.

‘And to think,’ she said as she gazed at the stupefied faces of her guests, ‘that it has been lying around in that old box all this time since Georgie found it in the mud so many years ago.’

Georgie found his throat so constricted that he could only gasp, ‘Well, just fancy!’

Mr Chesworth came to his senses. It occurred to him that any unknown assistant curator who launched a previously unsuspected archaeological phenomenon on the world would be unlikely to remain an unknown assistant curator for much longer. Newspaper headlines referring to the Chesworth aureus flashed giddily through his mind.

‘Might I ask, madam,’ he enquired cautiously, ‘what your plans might be for this amazing discovery?’

Lucia laughed gaily. ‘Why, I really hadn’t given it any thought. This is all so sudden, after all.’

‘I venture to suggest,’ he went on, ‘that it might properly be displayed in the British Museum. With its loan from your good self suitably acknowledged, naturally.’

For one who really hadn’t given it any thought, Lucia’s response was surprisingly swift and decisive.

‘Since it was my husband who found it, it is he who should be acknowledged,’ she replied firmly. ‘It shall be known as the Pillson aureus and it will not be lent, but given. My husband will donate it to the nation.’

Mr Chesworth goggled.

‘I am sure the nation will be very grateful,’ he gasped.

Lucia waved away such a quaint notion.

‘Should the Chairman of the museum wish to express his gratitude, perhaps by asking Georgie to open a new exhibition with the aureus as its centrepiece, I am sure he would be only too happy to oblige,’ she said graciously.

Mr Chesworth looked uncomfortable.

‘Ah, if only, Mrs Pillson. Sadly, the mounting of new exhibitions costs money, and funding has been in short supply since the war.’

‘Then your committee must talk to Georgie and he will see what can be arranged,’ she said with an even more gracious smile. ‘Really, I can’t think why they haven’t approached him before. He is already a well-known patron of the Royal Opera House.’

Naturally everybody’s gaze turned to Georgie at this point, and he tried to compose his face into an expression that was at the same time cultured, wealthy and generous.

Elizabeth’s mouth had for some time been opening and closing silently. Now suddenly she found her voice.

‘Suppose it’s a fake?’ she asked.

‘Like your family portrait, you mean?’ Diva countered at once.

Mr Wyse, who had been the innocent cause of its unmasking, winced visibly.

Major Benjy said, ‘Here, steady on, what!’

‘I can assure you, Mrs Mapp-Flint, that the coin is genuine,’ Mr Chesworth said.

‘But you just said that you’d never seen one before, that nobody had.’

‘That is so,’ he replied quietly yet firmly, ‘but I would stake my life on its being genuine. Apart from anything else, something like this would be almost impossible to fake. You would need an original coin from which to take an impression.’

‘But if you’ve never seen an original,’ she persisted desperately, ‘then you wouldn’t know what one would look like, would you?’

‘I beg to disagree,’ said Mr Chesworth, who was clearly beginning to be irritated by such dogged opposition. ‘Just because nobody has ever seen one doesn’t mean that we don’t know what it would look like, what it should look like, if it did in fact exist.’

‘Perhaps it was bought in a coin shop?’

This time Mr Chesworth really did laugh.

‘Oh dear me, no,’ he said. ‘Seeing this coin in a coin shop, even a specialist one like those around the British Museum, would be like seeing a Rembrandt in a high street antique shop. Why, it would be recognised and noticed at once.’

‘It’s a trick!’ Elizabeth repeated, her voice becoming very shrill. ‘Can’t you all see? It’s a trick!’

Fortunately at this point Grosvenor came into the room and asked, ‘You rang, madam?’

‘Champagne please, Grosvenor, and lots of it,’ Lucia commanded. ‘I find we have something to celebrate.’

‘Champagne, is it?’ marvelled the Padre.

‘Indeed, Padre mio,’ Lucia cried. ‘And since the weather is so wonderful perhaps we might take it in the garden.’

Amid the ensuing murmur of acclaim and agreement, she turned to Mapp and smiled sweetly.

‘Will you join us, Elizabeth dear, or must you dash off?’

Mapp’s red and contorted features goggled at her noiselessly, and then she turned towards the door. Major Benjy followed her stiffly, aware that total defeat rather than total victory had attended his wife’s best efforts, nervous of having to endure her emotional outpourings for their walk back to Grebe and the evening which lay ahead, and deeply regretful at having to leave behind what sounded like limitless supplies of champagne.

Mr Chesworth hovered indecisively as his host and hostess for the weekend made their departure.

‘Do stay, Mr Chesworth,’ Lucia implored him. ‘We have so much to celebrate, and so much to discuss. Cadman can run you back later in the Rolls.’

To reinforce her plea, she tucked her arm in his and steered him deftly into the garden.

‘What I don’t understand,’ she said as the others pressed round, smiling excitedly and raising their champagne glasses, ‘is what you were doing staying at Grebe for the weekend in the first place. Elizabeth never has house guests.’

‘Truth to tell, madam, no more do I,’ he replied. ‘Mrs Mapp-Flint started corresponding with the museum some time ago about some valuable Roman finds which were in the possession of an eccentric lady who lived locally, and asked if someone could come down and persuade her to reveal them so they could at least be catalogued. Naturally, as her letter concerned Roman Britain, it was passed to me, it being my specialty. Things just sort of moved on from there.’

‘Now I see things very clearly,’ Lucia said drily. ‘So you don’t work in a bank, you and Elizabeth don’t have mutual friends in London, and you’re not on the south coast for a walking holiday and to study birds?’

‘Is that what Elizabeth said?’ Diva asked, shocked, as Mr Chesworth shook his head in response to Lucia’s question.

‘It is indeed,’ Lucia confirmed sadly. ‘Poor Elizabeth! We must pity her.’

‘Pity is a charitable instinct indeed, Lucia,’ Susan Wyse observed, ‘but I am not sure the rest of us take quite such a charitable view. Why, her conduct recently has been quite appalling, even by her standards.’

‘Hear, hear!’ seconded Irene, who had been recalled from Taormina by telephone, where she had been sobbing convulsively, and was already on her second glass of champagne.

The Padre murmured something Anglican and platitudinous, whereupon Lucia fixed him with a brilliant smile.

‘And of course we have yet one more thing to celebrate, namely the winning of the amateur prize at the bridge tournament by a team from Tilling.’

More clinking of glasses ensued, with embarrassed mumblings from the Bartletts and Diva. Irene by contrast shouted, ‘Aren’t we all wonderful?’ delightedly and drained her glass.

‘Yes, Irene, dear,’ Lucia agreed as she gazed contentedly around the garden, ‘I rather think we are.’


Chapter 27

So successful was Lucia’s impromptu champagne garden party that few of those attending it had any clear idea the next morning of how they had got to bed that evening, let alone when.

Georgie called for coffee with his breakfast in a rather hoarse voice, and sat slumped at the breakfast table. He gazed at Lucia, who also looked a little peaky, strangely so, for, as was her habit, she had imbibed very little.

‘Are you feeling all right, Lucia?’ he asked. ‘Not too much champagne, surely?’

‘No indeed, caro mio, not like you,’ she said with a smile. ‘Though I did get bitten by some wretched insect in the garden yesterday evening. Unfortunately it’s right between my toes and rather painful. I must put some camomile lotion on it after breakfast.’

‘Oh, poor you,’ Georgie said with feeling. He had a horror of all insects, notably wasps, but anything which was of a biting or stinging nature was anathema to him.

‘Now tell me all about it,’ he urged her. ‘I never got a chance to ask you yesterday with all those people around, before I went to bed.’

‘Before Foljambe took you to bed, I think you’ll find, Georgie,’ Lucia replied with an amused expression, ‘though not in the biblical sense, of course.’

Now he came to think of it he had a distinct recollection of Foljambe unlacing his shoes and slipping his braces down over his shoulders. He decided not to strain his memory any further.

‘Oh, come on, Lucia,’ he said. ‘Where on earth did you get it?’

‘From a coin shop by the British Museum,’ she admitted slyly. ‘So you see, Elizabeth was right after all, though by that time she was so thoroughly exploded that nobody would even listen to her. It was when I came back from Italy just before the Wall Street Crash – do you remember? – I was sitting in a taxi in a traffic jam in the City, thinking of some errands I had to run, and it just suddenly came to me.’

‘Out of the blue you mean? Just like that?’

‘Not exactly, Georgie, no. I’d always thought that she might try something like this one day, and I had long resolved to find some genuine Roman find to put in along with our poor things. A sort of insurance policy, you might say.’

‘Aren’t you clever?’ marvelled Georgie. ‘But that still doesn’t explain how you managed to conjure into existence a previously unknown coin.’

‘That was just luck, really, or happenstance, or serendipity, or whatever you want to call it. You see, I went into the shop and asked the little man at the counter if he had something really special. I said I didn’t just want one of those Roman coins you can buy for a few shillings, but something nobody would be expecting.’

‘And?’

‘Well, he looked at me and obviously worked out from my clothes and so on that I was a serious purchaser, then he locked the door and pulled down the blind and went into the back. I peeked round the corner and saw him take something out of the safe. He brought it back to me and that’s when I saw it and knew instinctively that it was what I wanted.’

‘But where had he got it from?’

‘Well, obviously I questioned him very carefully. I didn’t want to receive stolen property, after all. He said it had been owned by a reclusive old gentleman and that when he died his son brought it into the shop to sell it privately because he didn’t want to have to declare it for death duties. He showed me a bill of sale, which appeared to back up what he was saying.’

‘But why hadn’t he put it up for auction or something like that if it was so valuable?’

‘Because then he would have had to prove its provenance,’ Lucia explained simply, ‘and he couldn’t do that without disclosing the chain of ownership, which would mean that those blood-suckers at the Revenue would check and discover it had never been declared for death duty purposes, and they would have confiscated it, and everyone would have got into trouble – including the little man himself, of course.’

She paused to take a sip of tea.

‘He said that the natural owner of the coin ought to be someone who had access to a Roman excavation and could pretend to have found it there. He looked right at me as he was saying it, almost as though he knew that’s exactly what we had in our back garden. Honestly, Georgie, it was one of those spine-tingling experiences when you know that the workings of fate have come together to define that single moment when you are presented with one of life’s perfect opportunities.’

‘But how much did you pay for it?’ Georgie asked nervously. ‘Wasn’t it terribly valuable? After all, Mr Chesworth said it was priceless.’

‘As I pointed out to the little man in the shop,’ his wife replied with a smile, ‘without somebody ready and willing to buy it, it was worth nothing. Anyway, we settled on one thousand pounds.’

‘A thousand pounds?’ gasped Georgie. ‘Well, that was jolly expensive insurance, I must say.’

‘But you must remember, Georgie, that I had just discovered that I had come into a great deal of money by shorting the market,’ Lucia countered. ‘About one hundred and fifty thousand pounds to be exact. So, in the circumstances, it seemed a fairly modest outlay for something so wonderful.’

She poured herself another cup of tea, a smile playing around her lips.

‘The only thing I misjudged was poor Elizabeth. I thought she would think of this line of attack years ago. To be honest, I’d quite given up hoping, and was beginning to think of another way I could convincingly arrange for its discovery.’

Georgie was beyond speech. He could only laugh. Lucia joined in.

‘But hang on a minute,’ Georgie said suddenly, ‘what about the little man? As soon as the coin goes on show he’ll know it must be the same one. And what about the former owners? They’ll know too.’

‘I kept up a discreet surveillance on the shop,’ said Lucia calmly. ‘I used to pop in from time to time when I was in London. The little man died and the shop passed into new ownership. Then it was bombed in the war, so even if there were any records of our transaction they will certainly have been destroyed one way or another. As for the former owners, even if the son is still alive, they can hardly say anything without exposing their own tax fraud, can they?’

She shrugged her shoulders dismissively.

‘Now,’ she said, glancing at the clock. ‘We really must get ready for church, Georgino.’

When Mr Wyse was shown into the drawing room on Monday morning, Lucia received him recumbent upon a chaise longue with bare feet, looking for all the world like a pre-Raphaelite painting.

‘Mr Wyse,’ she welcomed him. ‘I hope you don’t mind me presuming upon our long friendship by receiving you in this outrageously informal manner. I find I am somewhat troubled by an insect bite on my foot. Silly, isn’t it?’

‘Not silly at all, my dear lady,’ he assured her. ‘Why, I remember one summer when my stepdaughter Isobel got bitten by a mosquito. She suffered an allergic reaction and her whole arm swelled up. She was really quite ill for several days, and in considerable pain.’

‘Yes, quite,’ Georgie broke in. ‘I want to call the doctor to take a look at it, but she won’t let me.’

‘May I?’ asked Mr Wyse, and leaned forward to inspect the offending toe through his monocle. ‘Yes,’ he said after a pause. ‘It is definitely swollen – see, it’s about twice the size of the other one – and there is discolouration as well. I would definitely recommend a visit from the doctor, Mrs Pillson.’

‘It shall be as you say,’ Lucia said, raising a hand to acknowledge defeat. ‘After all, I have asked you here to seek your advice.’

‘I am glad to hear it,’ replied Mr Wyse, sitting down delicately in the wing chair which had already been positioned ready for him by the chaise longue, ‘and I am sure Susan will be too.’

‘I find, indeed, that I may be in even greater need of your services than I anticipated,’ Lucia said with a wry smile. ‘Mr Wyse, as I am finding walking rather difficult at present, I was wondering if you might deputise as Chairman at this afternoon’s meeting? I am so sorry to have to impose upon you in this way, particularly when there may be a delicate matter to resolve.’

‘Not at all, not at all,’ he protested, waving a hand as if batting away any such difficulties as may arise. ‘I should be honoured.’

‘Well, then let me explain the situation,’ Lucia said gratefully. ‘Here is the proposed constitution of the club, which you will hopefully have a chance to glance through prior to the meeting. You will see that it provides for a formation date before the tournament, so that once it is approved retrospectively then the club will have been in existence, and affiliated to the English Bridge Union, in good time to hold the event. I must confess that this point did not occur to me at the time, hence the need for some … flexibility of drafting.’

‘Quite so, quite so,’ Mr Wyse acknowledged, taking the folder which he was handed.

‘You will see that it also provides for my appointment as the first Chairman,’ Lucia said, darting a keen glance at him. ‘Lest this may seem presumptuous on my part, I should make clear that it was intended as a mere procedural convenience, to be replaced by a more permanent arrangement once the club was up and running.’

‘Quite so,’ he said again, ‘and, if I may say so, given your organisational efforts, not to mention your financial generosity in making the tournament possible, it is hard to imagine anyone opposing such a proposition.’

‘Well, that’s where you may be wrong actually,’ cut in Georgie, who had been listening in the background. ‘The Mapp-Flints may object.’

‘Really?’ Mr Wyse asked in evident surprise. ‘But in view of what you told me earlier about the awkward situation arising from their behaviour at the tournament, I would have thought they would be looking to “keep their heads down”, as it were.’

‘Yes, I know,’ Georgie agreed. ‘By the way, did you notice that they weren’t at church yesterday? That’s very unusual for them.’

‘Perhaps in the light of the events at your tea party, they may have felt it more circumspect to worship at home,’ Mr Wyse suggested mildly.

‘Not dare to show their faces is how Irene put it,’ Georgie told him.

Mr Wyse’s nose wrinkled in delicate distaste.

‘Miss Coles’ turn of phrase is not always of the most diplomatic kind,’ he observed.

‘But it does make it difficult to discuss how to arrange matters at the meeting,’ Lucia said, ‘if we don’t know whether they are even going to be there or not. If they’re not, do we assume they have become members or not?’

‘Perhaps,’ Mr Wyse suggested, ‘you should simply tell me all the relevant facts and then we can discuss the various issues arising.’

‘Well,’ Lucia said, and then launched into an expert summation, making reference occasionally to entries in her notebook.

Mr Wyse listened carefully, nodding from time to time. He paid particular attention to Lucia’s account of her telephone conversation on Friday.

‘Interesting, most interesting,’ he said when she had finished. ‘The issues to me seem clear. First, were the Mapp-Flints members of the club at the time of the tournament? If so, then clearly they must have been subject to its disciplinary jurisdiction, and that of its parent body. Which would mean that the Chairman would be bound to reply to the disciplinary letter, and to acquiesce in whatever decision is made.’

‘Bravo!’ said Lucia. ‘My analysis exactly.’

Mr Wyse gave her a modest bow, and continued.

‘Second, who is the Chairman? It seems to me that if the constitution is adopted then there can be no doubt that this would be you, madam, and so to you would fall the task of answering the letter.

‘And may I say,’ he said, taking out his monocle and polishing it furiously on a gorgeous silk handkerchief, ‘that nobody could quibble with your proposed response.’

‘It is indeed a relief,’ Lucia said, ‘to know that your position is the same as mine.’

‘Similarly, the third issue seems to me quite clearly answered by the constitution, assuming it is duly adopted,’ he went on. ‘If they were not members, then they would clearly need to apply for membership either now or in the future, which would need to be approved by the committee and subject to the overriding veto of the Chairman.

‘The really fascinating issue, though, and one to which I need to devote some thought, is what status the list in the library may have had vis-à-vis membership.’

‘Dear Mr Wyse,’ Lucia said, extending a wan hand, ‘I can only say that I have every confidence in you reaching exactly the right decision, whatever it may be.’

‘Too kind,’ he said, rising to leave. ‘Well, au reservoir.’

‘I’ll show you out,’ Georgie said.

As they stood by the front door, Mr Wyse cast a worried glance back towards the drawing room.

‘I say, my dear fellow,’ he said, dropping his voice, ‘make sure you do call the doctor, there’s a good chap. I really don’t like the look of that toe.’


Chapter 28

As Mr Wyse mounted the platform at the inaugural meeting of the Tilling Bridge Club, he scanned the room and saw at once that the Mapp-Flints had indeed decided to attend, and now sat staring grimly straight ahead. The rest of their usual companions were all very pointedly sitting on the other side of the hall. Well, he reflected, that made life easier at any rate.

He sat down behind the table and banged the gavel. Hesitantly, the Padre sat down beside him. After all, it was his church hall.

‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ he began. ‘I am sure you will all be distressed to hear that Mrs Pillson, who was to have chaired this meeting, is unwell, and has asked me if I would deputise for her.’

‘Point of order!’ Mapp was on her feet.

‘The Chair recognises Mrs Mapp-Flint,’ Mr Wyse said mildly.

‘By what right would Mrs Pillson have chaired this meeting, and by what right can she deputise another to fulfil that function?’

‘The proposed constitution of the club, which I have here available for inspection, names Mrs Pillson as its first Chairman. However, if Mrs Mapp-Flint’s point is that the club does not yet exist because that constitution has not been so adopted, then I would agree that it is a valid one.’

Mapp beamed around the room with an air of triumph and sat down.

‘In anticipation of such a point arising,’ Mr Wyse continued urbanely, ‘I took the opportunity of obtaining some legal advice by telephone this morning. Apparently the law of meetings says that in a case like this, such as before the formation of a company or association, it is appropriate for the people gathered together to nominate and elect a Chairman to chair the meeting.’

‘I nominate Mr Wyse,’ the Padre said smoothly.

‘Seconded,’ called Irene.

Mr Wyse then called for a show of hands and was duly elected Chairman of the meeting, with two votes being recorded in opposition.

‘Before we proceed to adoption of the constitution,’ Mr Wyse went on, ‘I think we must resolve the mechanics of electing the initial membership. I would like to propose that everyone who is here present, and takes any part in this meeting, shall automatically be deemed to be a member of the club on the adoption of the constitution. This seems to me to be by far the most sensible way of proceeding. Can I call for a show of hands, please?’

A forest of hands shot up, including the Mapp-Flints’. Carried, nem. con.

‘So now we move to the adoption of the constitution,’ Mr Wyse said.

‘Point of order!’ Mapp was up once more. ‘I would like to propose certain amendments to the constitution before it is put to the vote.’

A murmur of disapproval ran through the room, during which Mapp attempted to drag the Major, who was following proceedings with a slightly puzzled expression, to his feet to second her motion, but she was fractionally too late.

‘Mr Chairman, I move that the meeting proceeds to a vote whether to adopt the proposed constitution,’ the Padre intoned as if beginning the responses, gazing benignly at Elizabeth Mapp-Flint.

‘Seconded!’ shouted Irene.

Once more a forest of hands shot up, without even being called for. The motion was carried with two votes against, as was the vote to adopt the constitution a few moments later. Faced with such overwhelming evidence of the final collapse of all her hopes, Elizabeth Mapp-Flint rose to her feet, gazed venomously around the room and stalked out of the building. As Major Benjy stiffly followed her, a catcall from Irene was promptly hushed by Susan.

When Mr Wyse went to report the result of the meeting to Lucia he was met instead by Georgie, with the news that Lucia begged to be excused but had been ordered to bed by the doctor as she was now running a slight fever; he had given her a mild sedative to help her sleep.

‘Poor lady,’ said Mr Wyse, ‘please do give her our best wishes for a speedy recovery. In the circumstances I won’t stay, but you can tell her that the Mapp-Flints attended the meeting and voted to make themselves members. Also the constitution was adopted as drafted, so she can write that letter with an easy conscience whenever she decides to.’

‘I really don’t know what to say,’ Georgie marvelled. ‘It’s as if you have just waved a magic wand and made everything as it should be. I know Lucia will be terribly grateful, Mr Wyse. Why, if I had tried something like that I would have made a dreadful hash of it, I’m sure.’

‘Not at all,’ Mr Wyse protested. ‘Anyway, from what we read in the newspapers, you’re going to have to get used to sitting on committees, eh? Covent Garden, and now the British Museum, and who knows what else in the future?’

‘Oh well, I don’t know about that,’ Georgie replied awkwardly. ‘I’d much rather just be in the background, as it were.’

‘Talking of the British Museum,’ Mr Wyse said, ‘I am sure it will not have escaped your notice that there have been groups of men with cameras getting off almost every London train today and taking photographs, particularly of Mallards. This must mean that the story will be all over the newspapers tomorrow morning.’

‘Yes, I know,’ Georgie said distractedly. ‘I’ve had them on the phone all day, and the museum too. I even had to let some of them photograph me on the front steps. So tarsome, what with Lucia being ill and everything. I tried to send them away, but she wouldn’t hear of it. Said I had to think of my public from now on. “My public” indeed! It’s not as if I’m some big star like Olga or Noël.’

‘Nonetheless,’ Mr Wyse pronounced, ‘a certain celebrity is now inevitable, I am afraid. After all, you are not only a well-known sponsor of the arts, but also the discoverer of the rarest Roman coin ever found in Britain. Just consider those facts from the point of view of a newspaper editor and I’m sure you will appreciate that you are now “newsworthy”, as they say.’

Georgie wasn’t sure he liked the idea of being newsworthy, although he supposed that it might justify a few new waistcoats. There was a particularly fetching mustard one, which he had been considering for a few days now.

‘Well, I cannot linger,’ said Mr Wyse with a respectful bow. ‘Au reservoir.’

‘Au reservoir,’ Georgie replied, ‘and thank you again.’

The next morning the news of the discovery of the Pillson aureus and its gift by its generous discoverer to the nation was indeed on the front page of every newspaper. Most had a picture of Georgie standing rather awkwardly on the steps of Mallards, and all carried a statement from the Chief Curator of the British Museum hailing the staggering significance of the find and the munificence of Mr Pillson in not only donating the priceless coin but also agreeing to fund an exhibition on Roman Britain, of which the aureus would form the centrepiece.

The Times noted with approval that Mr Pillson had been invited to join the board of trustees of the museum. His consent was confidently anticipated. The Telegraph pointed out in an editorial that this was the second major donation to issue forth from the same source in rapid succession, and expressed the hope that some official recognition might be forthcoming. The Express had got hold of some of the Radio Times’ details of Georgie’s broadcasts during the war and ran a story under the headline ‘Radio chef finds the right recipe’. The Mirror, needless to say, remained true to type and reran their photograph of Georgie apparently stroking Olga’s bottom under the headline, ‘The man with the Midas touch – will it rub off?’

For once Tilling, the place where every chance greeting began with the rather desperate enquiry ‘Any news?’, was not only replete with news but positively awash with the stuff. In ordinary circumstances, the story of the coin would have been the sole topic of conversation for weeks, with everyone rehashing their own recollections of the original excavations, speculating as to whether hordes of archaeologists might now descend on Tilling in the hope of emulating Georgie’s feat – and, if so, whether this would be a good thing – and planning trips to London to visit the exhibition in the hope that one might be overheard (if one spoke sufficiently loudly) talking about actually being a resident of Tilling, now the centre of the numismatic world, and so on. Seizing the moment, the Tilling Gazette ran a special eight-page edition, reprinting its original story retrieved from the archives under the inevitable headline ‘As exclusively revealed by the Gazette’, together with lengthy sections on the life stories of Lucia and Georgie, and a long list of all their generous gifts over the years.

But now the story had to jostle for space with two other momentous pieces of news, and the impromptu basket-carrying gatherings which occurred in the High Street in the same sort of spirit as they once spontaneously did in a Roman forum or a Greek agora, stretched dramatically beyond their normal time span and spilled over into tea shops and living rooms as the day went on, even at the risk of spoiled lunches.

First there was of course the question of the Mapp-Flints and their rousing defeat at the bridge club meeting the day before. Today they were conspicuous by their absence and there was general consensus that their position was now a very difficult one indeed, given recent events – referred to more stylishly but obliquely by Mr Wyse as ‘a concatenation of unfortunate circumstances’, and upon hearing which everyone as usual said ‘Ah, yes’ and tried to look very knowledgeable.

The question was, of course, how should the good people of Tilling react if the reprobates did indeed decide to come into town, as they had for the meeting the day before? Opinions varied from pelting them with eggs (Irene Coles) to extending the hand of Christian friendship (the Bartletts), with others weighing in somewhere in between with suggestions of an initial period of coolness.

Yet even this conundrum, which also would have been sufficient to occupy everyone for days entirely by itself, paled into insignificance beside the really big news story of the day. For Lucia’s fever had grown markedly worse during the night: the doctor had been roused from his bed, and had immediately advised that she should be moved to hospital, ‘just as a precaution, mind,’ as he wanted to have her under direct nursing observation. In the interests of urgency, instead of waiting for an ambulance, she had been helped gently into the Rolls and Cadman had driven her the short distance to the hospital.

Georgie was even now in conference with the doctors at the hospital.

‘And how is the patient this morning?’ Doctor Mackay asked. As Lucia’s GP his role had ended officially the moment she entered the hospital, but he and Doctor Haddows were old friends and usually continued to consult together after patients were admitted.

‘She’s still running a high temperature – very high, in fact,’ Haddows said slowly. ‘We’ve tried sponging her to bring it down, but it hasn’t made any appreciable difference.’

He showed Mackay a chart of Lucia’s temperature and pulse readings, which the latter studied expressionlessly.

‘Also, I’m a bit worried about dehydration, but of course we’ve taken care of that with a drip.’

‘I’m wondering,’ Mackay said slowly, ‘whether we may be looking at something other than an allergic reaction. Septicaemia, for example.’

‘You mean blood poisoning, don’t you?’ Georgie cried in alarm. ‘Isn’t that terribly serious?’

‘Not necessarily,’ Mackay said soothingly. ‘It often happens when a lad falls over in the playground and cuts his knee, for example, but you don’t hear of people dying of a gashed knee now, do you?’

Georgie thought about it and had to admit that he hadn’t heard any such story.

‘I’m inclined to agree with Doctor Mackay,’ Haddows said. ‘Apparently there was a similar case here before the war. In fact I had already decided upon some steps based on that supposition, just as a precaution you understand.’

‘What are they?’ asked Georgie.

‘First, I am sending up to London to get some of this new wonder drug, penicillin. Our Doctor Kendrick, who is on leave today, is something of an expert on septicaemia – he served in Italy during the war, you know – and I have spoken to him on the telephone. He has had great results with penicillin. Swears by it, in fact.’

‘Very sensible,’ Mackay said, nodding sagely. ‘But isn’t it in very short supply? I thought it was reserved mostly for children.’

‘It is,’ admitted Haddows, ‘but I was at medical school with one of the senior surgeons at Great Ormond Street. I also spoke to him on the telephone, and he will have one of the porters give it to the guard on the Brighton express at Victoria. All we have to do is pick it up from there, and the local police have kindly agreed to send a motorcycle for it. That will prove much quicker, I fancy, than waiting for the slow train to Tilling from Charing Cross.’

‘Oh, how kind everyone is being,’ Georgie murmured, feeling suddenly close to tears. ‘I must remember to thank them all.’

‘Mrs Pillson will be able to do that for herself,’ Mackay said briskly. ‘It sounds as though she’ll have her penicillin by about three o’clock at the latest, and it usually works within about twenty-four hours.’


Chapter 29

The issue of the Mapp-Flints’ new status and whether they would find themselves still welcome in Tilling took a new turn when Elizabeth Mapp-Flint slipped into Wasters, Diva Plaistow’s little house, early the next morning after the slightest of knocks.

‘Oh, it’s you,’ Diva said, uncertain of what to do.

‘Diva, dear,’ Mapp said, sitting down unbidden. ‘Old friends as we are, I just thought I’d pop in for a chat.’

‘To find out if you’re still welcome, more like,’ she riposted robustly.

Mapp pinched the bridge of her nose and looked pained.

‘One had hoped,’ she said sadly, ‘that one’s oldest friend would not be swayed by the vile lies being put about. You know perfectly well that Lulu has been scheming to eject me from Tilling society for years. First she takes Mallards, which has been in my family for generations –’

‘She bought Mallards from you,’ Diva cut in, ‘and at a very fair price too, given the rotten old state it was in because you were always too mean to spend any money on it.’

Mapp flapped her hands hopelessly with the air of Saint Sebastian feeling one more arrow thudding into his body.

‘As for lies,’ Diva went on, warming to her task, ‘well, maybe she has been a bit imaginative from time to time but no more than you, and every time you’ve tried to catch her out you’ve failed. Whereas when you tell lies – which you do, Elizabeth, don’t deny it – you do get caught out. That silly family portrait of yours, for example.’

Mapp produced a handkerchief from her handbag as if to staunch an imminent flow of tears, and muttered something brokenly in which the words ‘my oldest friend’ could faintly be discerned.

‘Why is it you can’t just let things go, Elizabeth?’ she pressed on remorselessly. ‘Why is it everything has to turn into a personal contest between you and her? You know she’s always going to win. She always has, and she always will. Look at that Roman remains nonsense. You thought you had her, but you didn’t. You just ended up making yourself look ridiculous.’

At this Mapp gave a little cry, though whether of sorrow or protest it was hard to tell, and raised her handkerchief to her mouth.

‘Well, you’ve gone too far this time, as you very well know, and you’ve brought it entirely on yourself, so don’t look to me for any sympathy. You’re about to be thrown out of the bridge club by the way, or suspended, which I suppose amounts to pretty much the same thing.’

This time Mapp did actually manage quite a credible supply of tears along with her now rather regular refrain of, ‘Life can be so unfair.’

‘It’s not life that’s unfair,’ Diva countered stoutly, ‘but you that’s unreasonable, yes, and bitter and twisted too. You blame everyone but yourself for your misfortunes, just like you always have, but the truth is you bring them upon yourself. Now, if you want my advice …’

She paused, and Mapp gave a little up and down jerk of the head, which Diva took to mean ‘Yes’.

‘If you want my advice, then as soon as Lucia comes out of hospital, you’ll go and see her, make a full apology for your recent conduct and throw yourself on her mercy. It’s possible, just possible mind, that she might be persuaded to write to the bridge authorities recommending clemency. She might even feel able to invite you into her house again for tea, though God help me I wouldn’t, Christian though I try to be.’

‘Do you think she might?’ snuffled Mapp.

‘You’d better hope she does,’ Diva said, ‘because if so then everyone else will take that as a clear signal that she wants them all to treat the matter as closed.’

There was a further pause while Mapp digested this possibility, and found it pleasing.

‘What I will do,’ Diva offered graciously, ‘is visit Lucia myself and intercede for you, but only if you go and apologise first, and only if you look me in the eye now, “old friends as we are” as you always say, and tell me that you’re sincere. And I hope you can do that, Elizabeth, because we’re getting too old for this nonsense, and I for one have had enough of it.’

Then Elizabeth Mapp-Flint looked at her oldest friend and said quietly but firmly: ‘I will go to see her, Godiva, and I will be sincere. No more of this, I promise.’

‘Thank goodness for that,’ Diva said. ‘Now you’d better slip away out of town through the back streets, while I go out shopping. Don’t go near the High Street, whatever you do.’

‘So I will go to Canossa, then,’ Mapp said sadly as she put on her hat.

‘No, dear,’ Diva replied, puzzled, as she put on her own. ‘Grebe, surely?’

‘Any news?’ Diva asked anxiously as she encountered the Wyses in the High Street.

‘Nothing definite,’ Susan replied sombrely, ‘but it sounds as if Lucia is very unwell.’

‘Indeed,’ her husband concurred. ‘Mr Pillson sat with her all night apparently. He’s quite exhausted, I fear. The hospital sent him home to rest.’

‘Poor Mr Georgie,’ Diva said wretchedly. ‘How awful this must all be for him.’

‘Miss Coles is with her now,’ Mr Wyse said. ‘She insisted on volunteering. So at least there will be someone Lucia knows beside her when she comes round.’

‘Comes round?’ Diva cried. ‘Do you mean that she’s unconscious?’

The Wyses looked at each other uncertainly.

‘A deep sleep can be very restorative, you know,’ Mr Wyse said reassuringly, ‘in cases of this nature.’

‘But is that all we know?’ Diva persisted. ‘I mean, why is she unconscious or deeply asleep or whatever she is? Has she been sedated or something?’

‘Perhaps a mild sedative,’ Susan replied. ‘We really don’t know. There is a high fever apparently, so all may yet be well. We just have to wait for the fever to break, and that will mean that the infection has been mastered.’

‘Infection?’ Diva echoed. ‘I thought it was some sort of allergic reaction to an insect bite.’

‘An insect bite, yes,’ Susan said quietly, ‘but rather more than an allergic reaction, I understand. It seems to have given her blood poisoning.’

‘Blood poisoning? But that’s dreadful!’ Diva hesitated. ‘I mean … isn’t it?’

‘It can be, yes,’ Susan said, ‘but we mustn’t fear the worst, at least not yet. The hospital has got hold of some of this new wonder drug, penicillin. You know, they used it in the war for soldiers whose wounds got infected. It came down from London, special delivery on the train.’

‘An antibiotic, I believe,’ Mr Wyse said. ‘Very difficult to obtain.’

‘But very effective,’ Susan said quickly. ‘One of the doctors told me that he worked in a hospital in Italy during the war and had wonderful results with it, even with men who had been lying wounded in the open for two or three days.’

‘So we may hope for a rapid improvement,’ Mr Wyse said reassuringly, ‘and for the dear lady to be fully restored to health and come among us once again as soon as possible.’

‘Yes, that’s right,’ Diva replied briskly. ‘We must all be positive.’ Mr Wyse bowed slightly and said ‘Capital!’ Then, with a lift of his hat, they parted, though for once nobody said ‘Au reservoir’.

*   *   *

At Mallards Georgie awoke to the sound of Foljambe’s persistent knocking at the door.

‘I’m so sorry, sir,’ she said desperately. ‘I know you’ve not been back long.’

‘That’s all right, Foljambe,’ Georgie replied automatically as he sat on the edge of the bed and fumbled for his slippers. He felt dazed and stupid from his all-night vigil and there was a horrible taste in his mouth which no tooth powder could remove.

‘Doctor Kendrick telephoned from the hospital, sir,’ Foljambe informed him anxiously. ‘He said if you could be sent for then you should come at once.’

‘Very well, Foljambe,’ he said, slipping in his dressing gown. ‘Please draw me a bath as quickly as ever you can.’

‘Oh, sir!’ she cried. ‘We are all so worried about madam.’

As she ran to the bathroom Georgie heard a muffled sob.

He sat down heavily at the dressing table and stared vacantly into the mirror. The face of a distracted, haggard man with bloodshot eyes stared back at him. For a moment he wondered who it was.

‘We must all be strong,’ he said absently.

Doctor Kendrick was a young man, and clearly nervous. Rather awkwardly he offered Georgie a cigarette, which Georgie equally awkwardly rejected with a whispered, ‘No, thank you.’

Doctor Kendrick sat down behind his desk and lit up. It seemed to Georgie that his hand trembled slightly as he did so.

‘Well now,’ he began, and then stopped and looked at Georgie. He was unable to hold his gaze, however, and rose and went to the window. He gazed out of it, his hands crossed behind his back, one of them still holding his cigarette.

‘How is she?’ Georgie asked.

‘We administered the penicillin yesterday afternoon, as you know,’ the doctor said. ‘When I have seen it used in the past it has often had very dramatic results. I was an army doctor during the war and saw even quite advanced cases of septicaemia clear up. I was hoping that something of the kind would occur in this case too.’

He took a drag at his cigarette.

‘You mean …?’

‘I mean that it hasn’t,’ Kendrick said rather brusquely. He distractedly detached a small piece of tobacco from his tongue and gazed at it intently.

‘May it yet?’ Georgie asked, feeling a very deep nausea settling upon him. ‘I mean, it’s only been twenty-four hours.’

‘No, I rather think it won’t,’ Kendrick said in that curiously matter-of-fact tone adopted by the English middle classes in potentially emotional situations. Perhaps feeling the mantle of countless war film heroes resting upon him, he finally sat down, stubbed out his cigarette and looked evenly at Georgie.

‘The infection was very advanced, and perhaps more serious than we realised. After all, it was only an insect bite. Nobody expected such a rapid deterioration, although one of the nurses tells me there was a similar case here before the war – the wife of General Montgomery, I believe.’

‘Oh,’ said Georgie in a very small voice.

‘Whatever the case, the penicillin does not seem to have had any effect, and I don’t think we have much time left to play with.’

‘Oh,’ George said again, and then feeling that he ought to say something other than ‘oh’, ‘How much time?’

‘Only a few hours, I’m afraid,’ the doctor replied. ‘Your wife is in a coma, and I fear she’s fading fast. Her pulse is very weak. I sent for you so you could be with her. If you are ready, I’ll take you in.’

He crossed the room and opened the door. As Georgie went to step through it, he had to draw back to allow a tearful Irene Coles to be escorted down the corridor towards the exit by a nurse. He felt an overwhelming sense of unreality. Was this all really happening?

‘It’s all been so sudden,’ he said vacantly, ‘just a few days.’

‘I know, old chap,’ Kendrick said helplessly.

The room had been dark during all those long hours of the night that he had sat there, the only light coming from a dimmed lamp in the corner with a pillow mostly obscuring it. Now it was light and airy. It was also very quiet. He remembered being told that the town council had ordered straw to be scattered in the street outside the hospital to deaden the noise of passing traffic.

Lucia lay with her eyes closed, looking very pale and very beautiful. She was breathing so gently that it was almost as if she had already stopped. As though wondering the same thing, Kendrick lifted her wrist from the blanket and felt her pulse. It was weak, but it was there.

Georgie pointed at the drip which was attached to her other wrist.

‘Is that really necessary?’ he asked.

‘Not any more, no,’ Kendrick said. Seeing that the nurse had just come back into the room, he said, ‘Can we remove the intravenous saline please, nurse?’

The nurse gently pulled it from Lucia’s wrist. Then she bundled up the tubing and took it out of the room.

‘Would you like me to stay?’ Kendrick asked awkwardly.

‘Oh, no thank you,’ Georgie replied. ‘I’d like to be alone if that’s possible.’

‘Of course. I’ll see that you’re left in peace.’

He closed the door softly behind him.

Georgie sat on the chair beside the bed as he had done during the night, but that had been different. Then there had been hope. Then he had been expecting her to wake up in the morning feeling much better, and to sit up and start planning her next bridge dinner or po’ di mu. Now there was no hope. Now there was just a nasty, dull emptiness gnawing at his soul.

He gazed numbly at the woman who had been the other half of his own life. Almost for ever, it seemed. From long before they were married, and even from before they had come to Tilling. From the days in Riseholme when she was married to Pepino and he had been Drake to her Elizabeth and the bass to her treble. It seemed inconceivable that he might have to live without her. He had never even considered the possibility.

He crossed to the window and stared out blankly. At the end of the street a bus stopped and waited lazily while a couple of women got out carrying shopping baskets. It seemed in no particular hurry to move on again, but finally it did as the women wandered towards the High Street. How could something so momentous be happening in the midst of such everyday banality? Lucia fighting for her life while outside the window, in the world beyond the hospital, other women went about their daily business, perhaps changing their library book at Boots or buying some darning wool?

Lucia made a quiet moaning noise and he turned quickly and went back across the room to be by her bedside once more. Her breathing was more distinct now, but making little rasping noises. A frond of hair had fallen across her face and he reached out and gently brushed it back into place. As he did so, her eyes fluttered and then opened.

He tried to speak, but the breath came hot and peppery into his throat. He swallowed hard and tried again.

‘Hello, Lucia,’ he said, trying to sound casual and unconcerned.

There was silence, as if she was digesting his greeting and wondering what to do with it. Her eyes darted from side to side and then puckered, as though trying to focus. She took another stertorous breath, a little deeper this time, and finally spoke.

‘Is that you, Pepino?’ she whispered.

Georgie gave her hand a gentle squeeze and said, ‘Yes, cara, it’s Pepino.’

‘I can’t see you,’ said a little girl’s voice in the distance. ‘It’s dark.’

‘That’s because we’ve drawn the curtains, Lucia,’ Georgie replied gently, gazing at the sun streaming through the window. ‘But tomorrow you’ll be up and about, won’t you? There is so much to do, you know. There’s the fête and your Dante classes and your Elizabethan pageant …’ His voice faltered at the last.

Lucia smiled and closed her eyes. Then very softly, very gently, more softly, more gently than ever she had played those last lingering notes of the ‘Moonlight’ Sonata, came the murmur ‘How you all work me so.’

Then there was nothing, as she slipped away to become a hole in other people’s lives.

Georgie lent forward and kissed her in death tenderly on the lips, as he had never dared to do in life.

‘Goodbye, my darling,’ he said through his tears. ‘Au reservoir.’


Uno Piccolo Codettino

For once there was no need for the ritual enquiry of ‘Any news?’ The Padre arranged for the passing bell to be sounded as soon as Georgie, into whose hand he had pressed an unaccustomed glass of brandy and forced him to drink it, had left him. Though deeply shocked, everyone knew to whom it must refer, and if any further confirmation was needed the flag on the town hall was lowered to half-mast a few minutes later.

As the bell sounded its first few strokes, Susan Wyse stared in horror at Algernon Wyse. ‘Oh no, dear God, oh no,’ she said, and buried her face in her hands. Her husband, who made it a rule never to be seen crying in public, strode quickly into the back garden where he was alone for some time. Later they both dressed in black, which sat oddly in the summer sunshine, and went to call on Georgie.

Tilling was a sombre place for many weeks. A civic funeral was held a few days after Lucia’s death, with the Mayor and the town council processing slowly through the streets, following the horse-drawn hearse with her coffin to its final resting place in the churchyard. At Mr Wyse’s suggestion, it was Elizabeth Mapp-Flint who, as Lucia’s former Lady Mayoress, took pride of place behind Georgie and Olga. She clung tightly to the arm of Major Benjy, who walked with sombre military bearing and wore his exotic Northwest Frontier campaign medals for the occasion.

Some months later Georgie, by now Sir George Pillson, and Olga arranged a memorial service, which was attended not only by Lucia’s old friends from Tilling and Riseholme but also by lots of smart people from London, including John Gielgud, who read the lesson. As they left the church, with Lucia’s organ playing an arrangement of the slow movement from Beethoven’s Seventh Symphony, they stood outside while Georgie uncovered a simple yet elegant memorial stone.

Emmeline Pillson,
formerly Lucas
‘Lucia’
Wife of Sir George Pillson, Bart.
Mayor and Patroness of Tilling
A friend to all

There were no dates on the stone, which was Georgie’s idea. When asked about it in the months and years to come, he would smile and reply quietly that Lucia had been ageless.

Presiding over the memorial service was almost the Reverend Kenneth Bartlett’s last official duty in Tilling. Some weeks later he retired from the ministry and returned with Evie to his native Birmingham. It is not recorded whether his Scottish accent survived the encounter.

Georgie tried hard to carry on at Mallards as though nothing had happened but found it impossible. The memory of Lucia haunted the place and he kept waiting to hear her voice or listening for her to play the piano. For a while he kept the house open but went on long trips with Olga to her various performances around the world. Then he rented it out to various tenants, one of whom was a glamorous lady author whose books were made into films. Eventually, however, he donated it to the National Trust, under whose auspices it can be visited to this day.

He and Olga went to live in Capri, taking the servants with them. The Wyses, who were beginning to find the English winters too much to deal with and who already wintered in Capri, finally sold their house in Tilling and moved there permanently too.

Quaint Irene was of course by now already a senior and well-respected figure in the world of art, and continued to be eagerly courted by Mayfair galleries for the privilege of holding her annual exhibition. She sold Taormina, using some of her new-found wealth to buy the Wyses’s house, where she held summer schools annually for aspiring painters. So for a few weeks each year the streets of Tilling were full of Irene Coles look-alikes, with all her female students calling each other ‘sister’ or ‘comrade’, smoking pipes and adopting schoolboy haircuts and plus-fours.

Diva Plaistow died quietly in her armchair one spring morning. Her servant had long since been let go and it was Elizabeth Mapp-Flint who found her (Diva’s door of course left on the latch in the best Tilling tradition), having entered the house to complain about something or other. She left hurriedly, shrieking for Major Benjy, who then went in, took his hat off and came out again looking very grave.

The Major for his own part passed away more energetically, subsiding one day by the fairway of the sixteenth hole. He was brought into the clubhouse on a hurdle, whereupon his fellow members clustered around, raised a valedictory glass and agreed to suspend play for the rest of the day as a mark of respect. He left a faded tiger skin rug, an impressive collection of firearms and an equally impressive unpaid bar bill.

Elizabeth Mapp-Flint aged badly and quickly following the Major’s departure and spent her final months in a nursing home in Bournemouth, enjoying herself by being insufferably rude to the staff and fellow inmates. Her funeral was attended only by the proprietor of the nursing home and three fellow guests, who had to be bribed to do so by the promise of a knickerbocker glory at a cafe on the promenade on the way home.

Georgie and Olga ended up sharing a house in Capri, regularly wandering into town in the evening to sip negronis and observe the passegiata before dinner, with everyone making a great fuss of the famous diva and her gentleman companion whom the locals – who never really came to grips with the niceties of English titles – insisted on calling ‘milord’.

Olga gave up first opera and then lieder and so they came gradually to stop travelling around the world and instead spent their time entirely in Capri, playing bridge with the Wyses, performing Schubert together and reading three-day-old English newspapers brought by ferry from Naples.

Some years after moving to Capri, Georgie saw Lucia one last time, seated at her piano in The Hurst at Riseholme and looking young and beautiful as he always remembered her. A book of Mozart duets lay open and inviting on the music stand, as she beckoned him to join her on their double piano stool.

‘Lucia!’ he gasped in wonder. ‘Is it really you, my darling?’

She smiled that special smile of hers, the smile that could charm duchesses and light up a whole room, and held out her hand to him as he advanced towards her.

In the morning Cadman came running into the room when he heard Foljambe scream. He found Georgie lying on his stomach with a faint smile on his face and both arms stretched out before him, as though he had been reaching for something which would always lie just beyond his grasp.
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