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NOTES ABOUT THE SETTING


The Swish of the Curtain was first published in the 1940s, and the following references may require some additional explanation for the modern reader.


Before decimalization in 1971, British currency consisted of pounds, shillings, and pence:


    12 pence = 1 shilling


    20 shillings = 1 pound


    21 shillings = 1 guinea


    so three and six means “three shillings and sixpence”.


The School Certificate and Higher School Certificate were school exams taken at ages 16 and 18. They were replaced in 1951 by O-levels and A-levels. O-levels were replaced by GCSEs in 1988.


The L.R.A.M. (Licentiate of the Royal Academy of Music) is a practical-music teaching diploma that still exists today.


Prep means “homework”, and an order mark is a formal record of bad behaviour at school.
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TWO RED HEADS AND A BLACK ONE





“They’ve come!” shrieked Lynette, as she ran down the sunlit garden to where Sandra Fayne lay sewing in the hammock. Sandra dropped her work and swung her legs to the ground, her face flushing excitedly.


“Oh, goody! We must go and see them. Hi – Madelaine!” she yelled to her nine-year-old sister, who was vainly trying to teach Pojo, the puppy, to polka. Pojo was wearing a flowered sunbonnet of Sandra’s making, and now she had only the crinoline to finish before his costume was complete.


“What you want?” asked Madelaine, capering wildly down the path.


“The people have come to the Corner House.”


“What are they like, Lyn? Any children? How many? Girls or boys?”


“Well,” said Lynette breathlessly, “I was coming up the road and I saw a car stop at the door and a man got out, and as I went past I looked in the back window of the car and I saw two red heads and a black one, and two of them were boys!”


“I’ll go and get Jeremy,” said Madelaine, as she squeezed through the gap in the fence into the garden of the next-door house, where Lynette and her brother Jeremy lived.


“Come quick! Something ’citing’s happened.”


Jeremy just deigned to lift his fair head from the grass to ask lazily, “What?”


“Two red heads and a black one!”


“What the—”


“They’ve come to the Corner House.”


“Who have?”


“People.”


“Well, what about it?” Jeremy wanted to know.


“You great lump!” said Maddy, jumping heavily on to him.


“You can’t talk about being a lump,” he gasped.


“Well, you are. You lie there all day long reading your stupid ol’ books and don’t care if anything ’citing happens.”


“Hurry up, Jeremy,” Lynette shouted from the other side of the fence.


“Where am I supposed to be going? Do explain,” he pleaded, as Maddy crammed him through the hole in the fence.


“The people have come to the empty house at last,” said Lynette slowly and deliberately. “Has that sunk in?”


“Oh, yes,” Jeremy admitted.


“Come on, then.”


“Are we going to call on them?” asked Jeremy, as they passed through the front gate with Pojo frisking at their heels.


“Ooh, I hope not,” said Maddy. “My shorts are torn just in the wrong place, and the ribbon has come off one of my plaits.”


“Your whats?” teased Jeremy, pulling her flaxen stumps.


“The car’s gone,” Sandra remarked.


“Sh,” warned Lyn, as they neared the gate of the house. “I think there’s someone in the garden.”


There was someone in the garden. A girl of about Lyn’s age was standing on her hands on the front lawn. As they were walking slowly by she went over and stood up in one neat movement and cried to a boy who was bending over a flowerbed, “This grass is beautifully soft for acrobatics.”


The boy stood up. He was freckled and smiling, and his hair was as red and curly as his sister’s. At that moment a tall, dark boy came from behind the house, exclaiming as he came, “It’s a super garage!”


They were past the house now, and they stopped and looked at each other questioningly and then burbled:


“Fancy her being able to do that!”


“He’s keen on gardening.”


“Gee, what hair!”


“I wonder how old the dark one is?”


“Shall we go past again?” suggested Maddy. “I want to see if she does any more acrobatics.”


“We’d better not; it’s rude,” said Sandra.


“Let’s,” said Lyn. “I don’t suppose they noticed us.”


So back they went, but were just in time to hear the front door bang. They stood in a disappointed group, looking up at the tall red brick house, but there were no more signs of life.


“S’pose we’d better go home,” said Maddy sadly.


“Yes.”


They walked slowly back in silent meditation, while each came to the conclusion that they must get to know their new neighbours.


At Sandra’s gate Mrs. Fayne was bidding good-bye to a voluminous visitor in a fur coat.


“Ow,” groaned Maddy, “it’s Mrs. Smither-Pot.”


“Who?” said Jeremy.


“She means Mrs. Potter-Smith,” explained Sandra. “She’s that beastly old woman who runs the Ladies’ Institute.”


“Oh, I know her; that frightful woman who pats me on the head and calls me ‘dear laddy’,” said Jeremy disgustedly.


Mrs. Potter-Smith greeted them gushingly, kissing the three girls and patting Pojo and Jeremy on the head and saying, “Dear laddy” to Pojo, and “Sweet doggums” to Jeremy. Mrs. Fayne said, “Mrs. Potter-Smith has very kindly invited us to a concert tomorrow given by the Ladies’ Institute. You’d like to go, wouldn’t you?”


Before the others had time to answer, Sandra replied dutifully, “Yes, Mummy, we’d love to. Thank you so much, Mrs. Potter-Smith. What is it in aid of?”


“It is in aid of the Ladies’ Institute summer outing. I hope to take them to Eastbourne this year. Well, I really must be going. I’m such a busy little person, you know, and I’ve another house to visit in this road.” And she bustled off, leaving behind her a strong aroma of Californian Poppy.


“That woman!” said Jeremy, as they walked up the garden path, “she’ll be the death of me.”


“‘Dear laddy, sweet little doggums,’” chanted Maddy, hopping round him gleefully. “She’s just like a giant panda. Jerry, if a baby giant panda were very large would he be a giant baby giant panda? And if he shrank in the wash would he be a baby giant baby giant panda?”


Jeremy quelled her with a look.


The next day was hotter than ever, and as they panted down the High Street in their best clothes they cursed Mrs. Potter-Smith and her Ladies’ Institute.


“I might have been lying in the garden reading,” Jeremy grumbled, running a finger round the inside of his collar to ease the unfamiliar pressure.


“There ought to be a law forbidding Ladies’ Institutes to give concerts in the Easter holidays,” said Lynette.


“I meant to put my bathing costume on and clean out the goldfish pond, and here I am walking down High Street in squeaky patent shoes and a tickly straw hat,” Maddy groused.


“It may at least prove amusing,” Sandra tried to cheer them up.


“It’ll be very amusing if someone tries to play the violin,” Jeremy remarked.


“I suppose you think they ought to come to our house for a lesson from you,” said Lynette bitterly.


“You be quiet,” Maddy joined in; “he can play Beethoven’s silly symphonies like billy-o.” This produced reluctant smiles that turned to giggles and cleared the atmosphere.


When they reached the Ladies’ Institute hall Sandra pulled up Maddy’s socks, Lyn straightened Jeremy’s tie, and they entered the hall looking uncomfortably respectable.


After they had seated themselves on creaky cane chairs, Maddy produced from her knicker pocket a sticky packet of large pear drops, and proceeded to attack them. Suddenly she pointed excitedly to the entrance. “’Ook!” she said, vainly trying to suppress a dribble. The rest turned their heads and met the eyes of the three children from the Corner House.


“That must have been where Mrs. Potter-Smith was going yesterday afternoon,” whispered Lyn, as the three seated themselves in the row in front.


“Shall I offer them a pear drop?”


“Shut up!” hissed Sandra, as the curtain rose in a series of violent jerks, showing the stage empty but for Mrs. Potter-Smith’s rear view as she bent over arranging some ferns that served as a background. When she realized she was in full view of the audience she gave a frightened squeal and scuttled agitatedly out of sight. The audience, all but Maddy, were polite, and pretended not to have seen her.


The first item was a selection of songs by a Miss Thropple. She was a tall, thin spinster dressed in a violent purple frock with crimson carnations in her black, wispy hair. Maddy remarked that she gargled rather than sang, and they all agreed. Vigorously she warbled “Cherry Ripe”.








“Fule end feah ones,


Calm end bai.”











The girl with the more auburn of the two red heads turned and gave a delighted snigger. They all returned the smile except Sandra, who, having a good voice herself, was in agony; and when, next, a bespectacled pimply faced boy tried to play a violin, Jeremy felt equally bad. A sugary voice from behind them remarked at the end of the recital, “That’s Mrs. Pimmington’s dear boy. They’re going to have him trained.” Maddy squeezed Jeremy’s arm sympathetically, for she knew it was hard for him to hear that this poor specimen would have the opportunity that he longed for in vain. Jeremy had got to go into his father’s office.


They looked on their programmes and found the next item was a play called “Overheard in Spring”, Written by Mrs. Potter-Smith.


“This sounds good,” remarked Lyn, as the curtain rose to show what was meant to be a woodland glade. They saw the dark boy in front nudge the girl, and heard him say, “Just look at the perspective of that tree!”


At this moment some ladies of varying ages and sizes lumped on to the creaking stage, dressed in floral creations and sang:








“We are the flowers of Spring, tra la.”











An answering thud was heard off-stage, and Mrs. Potter-Smith puffed on, wearing a Greek tunic, with primroses in her hair, which she had “let down” for the occasion. She flung out her plump arms towards the audience, declaiming, “I am the Spirit of Spring!”


The ginger girl stuffed her hankie into her mouth, and Maddy whispered confidentially to Sandra, “Are we supposed to laugh?”


“No,” replied Sandra, valiantly trying to suppress her own laughter.


The “fantasy”, as it was called on the programme, wore on to its dramatic finale, when the flowers of spring, the birds of spring, the trees of spring, and the clouds of spring all having performed, Mrs. Potter-Smith did a series of leg wavings, which the audience rightly took to be a dance. At the fall of the curtain the dark boy turned round to Sandra and remarked, “Isn’t this just too priceless for words?” Sandra agreed, and was racking her brain for a nice conversational remark when the Spirit of Spring appeared in front of the curtains. Her hair was mingled with her fur coat, which she had donned over the Greek tunic. Her feet were still bare.


“This afternoon, dear audience,” she purred, “we have a thrilling guest artist, Mr. Augustus Wheeley.” The audience nodded politely, as if Augustus Wheeley were a character of worldwide fame. Mrs. Potter-Smith beamed sweetly on the audience and departed. The curtain rose. A minute little man dressed in black with pince-nez greeted them with a squeak, “Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen.”


“He speaks as if he’s cleaning his teeth,” said Maddy. This remark created so much mirth in her own party that she repeated it to the three in front.


“This afternoon,” continued the little man, “I am going to sing a selection of Paul Robeson’s songs.”


Both parties went into such convulsions that for decency’s sake they made a hasty exit. Outside the storm burst, and leaning against the wall they writhed in an agony of giggles.


When at last they had subsided into a weak and bleary-eyed condition the ginger-haired girl said, “You’re the people from next door, aren’t you? We saw you in the garden this morning.”


“Oh, we saw you just after you arrived yesterday,” chimed in Maddy. “You were standing on your hands on the lawn.”


“I hope the view didn’t offend you,” remarked the eldest boy.


They all laughed, and Sandra said, “Hadn’t we better introduce ourselves?”


“Well, to begin with, I’m Vicky,” said the ginger-haired girl.


Her red-haired brother broke in, “Victoria Jane Halford, she means.”


“And this is my twin,” went on Vicky, “Percy Turnbull Halford, commonly known as Bulldog.” Percy Turnbull grinned amicably. “And this,” continued Vicky, “is our elderly and revered brother, Nigel Murray Halford.”


Nigel bowed politely. “At your service.”


“What lovely names,” exclaimed Maddy. “I’m just Madelaine Fayne.”


“I’m Sandra, her sister.”


Sandra shook hands with the three, while they eyed her up and down, Vicky envying her fair hair and unfreckled skin. Lynette, who was next introduced, was Sandra’s exact opposite, for her dark hair was straight and smooth and she had solemn brown eyes. Jeremy, the last to be introduced, blushed nervously as he shook hands, saying, “I’m Jeremy Darwin.”


This started a regular frenzy of hand shaking, and they went on until Lyn found herself shaking Nigel’s hand for the third time.


“Oh, let’s stop this,” she laughed; “my hand’s aching.”


As they crossed the road they began to compare ages, finding that Nigel, being fifteen, was the eldest; Jeremy and Sandra were a year his junior, Lynette and the twins thirteen, and Maddy, who was nearly nine, the baby. They also learnt that Vicky was to go to the local Girls’ School that Sandra, Lyn, and Maddy attended; she was already wearing her school blazer with F. G. S. on the pocket, which stood for Fenchester Girls’ School. Nigel and Bulldog were to start the summer term at the Grammar School to which Jeremy went.


“That’s fine,” said Nigel; “we shall be able to see a lot of each other.”


“Yes, we must,” they agreed.


“What are you doing tomorrow?” inquired Lyn.


“Nothing, I don’t think,” said Bulldog ungrammatically.


“Father will probably want me to help get things in order, but I can skip that,” said Vicky confidently.


“You see,” explained Nigel, “Mother can’t do anything; she has to rest all day.”


“We’ve got two maids, which is quite enough,” Vicky went on; “but father has old-fashioned ideas about a woman’s place being in the home.”


“I know,” Sandra suggested; “we’ll cycle to Browcliffe. It’s a lovely little bay, and it’s only ten miles from here, so we can get there easily in an hour.”


The rest of the way home they dwelt entirely upon plans for the next day, pleased to find that each of their new friends had a bicycle.




 





When they had left the three at the Corner House gate, Lynette said, “What do you think of them?”


“They’re lovely,” Sandra said.


As they walked up the garden path Vicky asked, “What do you think of them?”


“Super,” replied her brothers.
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CASTLES IN THE AIR





In a long line they streamed out on to the main Browcliffe road with a tinkling of bells. Nigel led on his long, low racer. Behind him came Lynette, on a shining Raleigh sports model, a present on her last birthday. Bulldog came next, riding his startling scarlet machine, which he had painted himself. A black flag attached to the front mudguard bore the design of a skull and crossbones. Jeremy followed on his bike. There is no adjective to describe it; it was just a bike. Sandra rode behind him, her fair hair flying out; her bicycle was very sedate, with no trace of curved handlebars or streamline about it. Vicky, who was next, came with a rattle-crash-bang on an ancient 1925 model that made Sandra’s look quite daring. Maddy brought up the rear, pink in the face with the exertion of pedalling twice as fast as the others on her tiny bike, which she had long outgrown.


Bulldog began to whistle “The Lambeth Walk” piercingly, and that set them all singing the chorus with great gusto but little harmony. Maddy nearly fell off in her attempt to jerk her thumb over her shoulder when they came to the “Oi!”


As they sped down Campbell Hill they caught the first glimpse of the sea as it lay sparkling and blue in the sunlit bay.


“Ooh!” gasped Maddy, “can we bathe?”


“Dash! We’ve forgotten the bathing costumes.”


“Well, we can paddle and dry ourselves on hankies,” suggested Maddy.


“I’m not going to,” said Lyn. “Paddling’s a feeble occupation.”


“If we had some money we could go on the pier, if there is a pier,” remarked Nigel.


“There is an Amusement Park, but no one gets any amusement out of it because all the machines are broken,” Sandra said, as they dumped their bikes on the greensward behind a row of stripey bathing huts.


They scrunched along the pebbly beach with numerous stops to empty their shoes.


“Is it more painful to get the beach in one’s shoes or to take one’s shoes off altogether?” asked Vicky.


“I shall have to,” giggled Maddy, guiltily running up from the water’s edge. “My shoes have sprung a leak.” She squelched along in her sopping sandals to demonstrate.


“Why is it,” asked Sandra, exasperated, “that whenever you go near water you get your feet wet?”


“I suppose my feet are attractive to water.”


“Are the cliffs climbable?” Bulldog wanted to know.


“No!” said Jeremy definitely.


“You whopper,” Lyn accused him. “They are marvellous for climbing.”


“Do let’s go up.”


“Oh, really,” Jeremy sighed, “you people are too energetic for words.”


“Don’t worry,” Maddy comforted him; “I’ll push you from behind.”


With much panting and puffing and slithering and giggling they began to climb, hanging on to tufts of grass, each other, and anything else that came their way.


“Ow!” squealed Maddy suddenly, when they were half-way up, and, letting go, slid bumpily down to the foot.


“That,” she said ruefully, “was a thistle.”


“We’ll wait for you,” said the others as she began to reascend, more cautiously this time.


Having gained the top they flung themselves down on the green springy turf with sighs of relief.


“I’m hungry,” said Bulldog. “Where are the eatables, Vicky?”


Vicky produced three slabs of chocolate, saying, “Let me see, there are eight squares in one bar, three bars, that makes twenty-four squares all together. That’s four bits each.”


Nigel gave an exclamation of disgust at her arithmetic. “All right,” he said. “Be polite, help everyone first, and see what you get.”


“Don’t bother,” interrupted Sandra. “We’ve got some grub of our own, so has Lyn,” and they produced apples and lollipops. For the next few minutes there was silence except for Maddy’s running commentary on how to eat a lollipop.


“The uses of the sticks are various,” she ended, as she scrunched up the last piece of the bright red sweet. “One can use them as nail cleaners, or for sticking in the ground, or even for sticking into people.” She demonstrated on Nigel, who, taken by surprise, choked over his chocolate, and had to retire behind a bush to recover.


“Does anyone mind if I do some acrobatics?” asked Vicky, when only apple cores and sticky papers remained.


“Of course not; go on.”


“Do show me how to do something,” asked Maddy, as Vicky did a series of hand-stands, cartwheels, back-bends, and splits.


“Can you stand on your head?” Vicky wanted to know as she crab-walked perilously near the edge of the cliff. “Sort of,” said Maddy, putting her head on the grass. Kicking her legs up in the air, she came down with a thud on the other side.


“You’ll break your neck if you do it that way,” Vicky warned her. “Go up slowly, put your hands on the ground, and press with them when you feel as if you are going over.” Maddy obeyed and gradually straightened herself in the air.


“If you must wear pink knickers,” remarked Jeremy, “you needn’t display them so blatantly.”


“Don’t listen to him,” said Vicky, “’cause if you laugh you’ll wobble.”


Maddy promptly quivered and collapsed. “You are a stooge, Jeremy,” she gasped.


They lay on their fronts and gazed out over the sea, which was like blue crêpe rubber; a little white-sailed yacht was tacking idly around in the soft breeze.


“It’s one of my ambitions to win a yacht race,” said Nigel, picking grass stalks and dropping them over the edge.


“What’s your biggest ambition?” Sandra asked him.


He replied unhesitatingly, “To be an artist.”


“Would you wear red shirts and long hair?”


“No, Maddy, not that sort of artist, it doesn’t pay. I want to go to an art school and learn commercial art, but Dad wants me to be a barrister.”


“That’s like me,” put in Jeremy. “I want to study music, but I’ve got to go into father’s office.”


“What do you play?” asked Vicky.


“Violin chiefly, piano a bit.”


“What a shame you can’t take it up; still, you can play in your spare time.”


“Yes,” said Jeremy cynically, “I can play ‘Minuet in G’ at Ladies’ Institute concerts.”


He was sitting up now, his face pink, and was throwing stones into the sea. Lyn patted him on the shoulder.


“Now, now, don’t get het up. You shouldn’t have brought up the subject of careers, Vicky; it’s our sore point. I want to be an actress, and Sandra wants to have her voice trained, and both our parents object because, they say, we’re not good enough and we haven’t got a chance.”


“That’s silly,” said Nigel; “you have to start at the beginning some time.”


“I know. But there is some excuse for our parents because they’ve never seen what we can do. They’ve only seen me as Puck when we did a scene from Midsummer Night’s Dream at a school concert, and Sandra had to sing a ridiculous song about a clock. It was all ding-dongs and tick-tocks. I’m not saying we’re good, ’cause we’re not, but we could learn.”


Lyn herself was getting “het up” now, and her eyes were sparkling as she rolled over on her back.


“Oh, I can imagine it all – Sandra doing her trills to Jeremy’s violin accompaniment, and me taking bows in front of the curtain. I think,” she said slowly, “that my real ambition is for an audience to be so carried away by my acting that they stand up and applaud. I should be dressed in a heavy velvet frock, with long and glittering earrings, and I should curtsey and kiss my hand to the gallery, then I should—”


Here she was interrupted by a giggle from Maddy.


“What are you sniggering about?”


“I was just thinking,” said Maddy gleefully, “that if I was sitting in the gallery and saw you behaving in such a lah-di-dah way I should flip an orange pip at you.”


“You’ve no artistic temperament,” Lyn snubbed her.


“All these ambitious people get me down,” said Bulldog, shaking his head pityingly. “I think it’s rot.”


“Haven’t you any ambition?” said Lyn condescendingly.


“No; I’m quite happy being what I am at the moment.”


“So am I,” Lyn argued, “but I should hate to go on being this for ever.”


“I’d love it.”


“But as it’s impossible, what do you want to be?”


Bulldog shrugged his shoulders and blinked his hazel eyes at the sun. Lyn still pressed him for an answer.


“Would you like to be an engine driver – or – a hairdresser? Tell me what sort of thing you would like to do.”


Bulldog was getting uncomfortable under this inquisition. He thought carefully.


“I’d like to invent something,” he decided.


“What?”


“Just something.”


“He’s hopeless, leave him alone,” said Vicky.


Nigel reminded her smilingly, “I’ve never heard you put forth any very ambitious ideas; at least, not since you told the rector’s wife you’d like to be a cannibal.”


“Well, I have got an ambition, so there,” said Vicky, tossing her auburn curls.


“What is it?”


“It’s hard to explain. It’s an acrobatic feat.” She wrinkled her brow and meditated. “Well, imagine a bench about two feet high and me standing on top of it with my back to you. Then I put my arms over my head and bend slightly backwards till I’m like this.” She got up and demonstrated. “Then I give a spring off the bench, land on my hands with my feet in the air, and come down on my feet facing the bench.”


“It sounds lovely,” Sandra said politely.


“It sounds impossible,” corrected Nigel.


“It’s not impossible; I’ve seen it done.”


“Why can’t you do it?” Maddy inquired curiously. “You can do all the positions that come into it.”


“I know. I get as far as the back-bend on the bench, and I daren’t give the spring. Time and again I funk it.”


Lyn said comfortingly, “You only need practice. You’ve just got to pluck up courage once and it’s done, but Sandra and Jeremy and I have got tons of things to stop us.”


“And what about you, Maddy?” Nigel asked. “What’s your ambition?”


As he spoke she was burrowing her head into a soft patch of grass; she did not answer, but, pressing her hands on the ground, kicked up her heels, and, straightening her body, stood perfectly still on her head for about a minute. She came down flushed and triumphant, and said, “Don’t clap me; I know I’m good.”


“I was asking,” went on Nigel, “what your ambition is.”


“It isn’t. It was. That was it.” Maddy beamed cryptically.


They looked puzzled.


“It was my ambition to stand on my head properly, and I’ve done it, so I needn’t have another one.”


“Don’t be so lazy,” said Lyn. “Find another one.”


“I’d like to see Mrs. Potter-Smith with her false teeth out.”


“What a disgusting thought. Try again,” Jeremy advised her.


“I’d like to have my name in the newspaper.”


“Right-o. Let me murder you and it will be.” Jeremy flung himself on her and tickled her into hysterics. She ruffled his hair and pulled his nose until he chased her, and the two other boys joined in.


When they rejoined the girls, with Maddy a kicking, struggling prisoner, Sandra was saying, “…and one of the bedrooms will be pink and one blue.”


“Whatever are you talking about?” Nigel asked.


“We’re describing what our houses will be like when we are married.”


“If you are married,” said Jeremy rudely. “And anyhow, I thought you wanted careers.”


“I want a career, then a home.”


“You’re greedy,” Jeremy told her, “and I don’t think women ought to have careers.” He knew that this always made Lynn see red, and winked at Nigel, who said seriously, “A woman’s place is in the home.”


“The time has gone when women spent their lives being unpaid housekeepers,” replied Lyn cuttingly.


The ensuing argument was heated and furious, and the situation was becoming rather tense when Maddy spotted an ice-cream man on the beach and challenged the others to a race down the cliff to buy some. Nigel was first, and treated everyone to twopenny pink cones. They also inquired the time, and found that, unless they wished to be late for lunch, they must fly.


As they struggled up Campbell Hill, Maddy complained to Jeremy, “I feel sick, and if I pedal much harder my bike will take to the air and fly.”


“Then your name would be in the paper,” replied Jeremy. He put his hand on her carrier and pushed her in front of him.
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MADDY THROWS A STONE





The next fortnight of the Easter holidays was a round of gaiety. The Halfords were shown every nook and cranny of Fenchester, and visited every place of entertainment. In the morning the seven of them went for bicycle rides or skated on the roller rink, in the afternoons they went to the cinema or saw the sights of the town, and sometimes in the evenings they even blew their pocket-money on supper at a café. Then, one morning, when they assembled as usual outside the Faynes’ gate, Bulldog said, “I’m broke.”


“Same here.”


“And me.”


“So’m I.”


Apart from three halfpence that Maddy produced they were completely bankrupt.


“Whatever shall we do?”


“Make some money,” suggested Vicky.


“Mother told me last night that I wasn’t to spend another penny,” confessed Lyn sulkily; “nor Jeremy.”


“We have been living at rather a pace,” said Nigel. “I suppose we must calm down a bit.”


They walked disconsolately down the road. Even Pojo’s head was hanging dejectedly.


“Where are we going?”


“Je ne sais pas.” Lynette aired her French accent.


“Where’s that?” Maddy asked innocently.


“Oh, Timbuctoo.”


“We’ve been everywhere and done everything,” Jeremy complained, kicking a stone along the gutter.


“Jeremy, walk properly. Here comes Mrs. Bell,” Lyn admonished him.


“What’s she?” Vicky wanted to know.


“She’s the vicar’s wife. You saw her in church last Sunday.”


“Is she nice?”


“Yes, and she thinks we are, so we always try and keep up appearances when we see her,” Sandra informed her.


Mrs. Bell was overjoyed to see the children. She beamed all over her pleasant round face and hurried to meet them.


“Well! If it isn’t my young friends. And I’ve been longing to be introduced to you, my dears.” She addressed the Halfords. “I’m glad you’ve made friends so soon. Mrs. Potter-Smith was telling me about you. Now, I wonder if you would like to come to tea on Saturday.”


“We’d love to.”


“Very well, come at three, and don’t bother about wearing anything special.”


They heaved a sigh of relief, and Sandra, polite as usual, thanked her and asked after the vicar.


“And how is your dear mother? I hear she’s an invalid,” Mrs. Bell said to Vicky.


“She’s a bit better than usual, thank you.”


“Well, I’ll just drop in on my way up the road, and ask her about Saturday. Good-bye, dears.”


After they had chorused their farewells Nigel remarked, “Isn’t it funny—”


“I’m laughing like anything,” said Madelaine rudely.


“—that Mrs. Bell and Mrs. Potter-Smith both gush, but Mrs. Bell is a dear, and Mrs. P.-S. is a gorgon.”


“Mrs. Bell doesn’t use Californian Poppy, and try to wear lipstick, and call us ‘laddies’,” Jeremy reminded him.


“She calls us ‘dears’.”


“We may be dears. You never can tell, but we’re not laddies.”


“Have you been there before to tea?” Vicky asked.


“Tons of times, and had a marvellous tea, and the garden’s ripping,” replied Lyn enthusiastically.


“What’s today? – Wednesday. Goodness! We’ve been here a fortnight. And what day do we start school?” Bulldog questioned.


“The third of May. That’s a week next Tuesday.” Sandra groaned at the thought.


“We start on the second,” said Nigel, “so let’s make the best of our time.”


They had now reached the main road that led into Fenchester High Street.


“Where shall we go?”


“We’ve seen the ruins of the castle, we’ve seen the Peckton Art Gallery, we’ve been in the museum, we’ve been up the water tower, we’ve seen all the films, and we’ve had a boat on the river, and we’ve explored the barracks.”


“And we’ve no money.”


“Isn’t there a quay somewhere? We could go and look at the ships.”


This was Bulldog’s suggestion.


“It’s so smelly down by that part of the river,” Sandra demurred.


“I like that smell,” said Maddy, sniffing reminiscently. “It’s like tinned sardines.”


“There’s a Dutch ship there that brought a cargo of tulip bulbs,” Jeremy informed them.


“Oh, do let’s go.” Bulldog, a keen gardener, was excited at the thought of real Dutch tulips.


“Do you want to go?” Nigel asked Lyn.


Lyn didn’t, but she could see that he wanted to, so she shrugged her shoulders.


“I don’t mind. Do what you like.”


“What about you, Victoria Jane?”


“I don’t want to particularly. Let’s vote.” Her suggestion was accepted.


“Hands up for going.” The boys and Maddy raised their hands, the question was settled, and they started for the mercantile part of the river; the boys walked on ahead, talking male sort of talk about cars, rugger, and wireless, while the three elder girls walked behind, looking in shop windows as they passed. Maddy walked on her own, hopping from the kerb to the gutter, and keeping an eye open for cigarette cards.


They walked through the main street where officers’ wives and the élite of Fenchester were crowding in the cafés for their eleven o’clock coffee. Maddy stood by the doorway of one and gazed inside longingly until the girls caught her up.


“Mmm, hot chocolate and sticky cakes and Demerara sugar.”


“Come on, you little gourmand. We’ve no money.”


They dragged her away.


Gradually the street narrowed into poorer residential quarters, and when they had turned down a little street on the right-hand side they could smell the “sardine” smell. They went on to the iron bridge, over which heavy lorries were constantly dashing, and looked down into the muddy oil-patched water.


“Let’s play Pooh Sticks,” suggested Maddy.


“What’s that?”


“You each find a bit of orange peel” – she picked a piece from the grating of a drain – “and you throw it over one side.” She dropped it and ran across the road. “The one whose piece comes out the other side first is the winner.”


They played Pooh Sticks until they had used all the available orange peel, and then went on along the wharf. There were sailing barges of all nationalities with red and brown sails, and often they had to step aside to allow a barge horse to pass along the tow path. The Dutch ship was being unloaded when they found it, and a funny little boy with a round tanned face and a red-tasselled cap was carrying immense boxes on his shoulders to a lorry waiting near by. Nigel spoke to him.


“Good-morning. Isn’t it a lovely day?”


The boy merely grinned, showing two rows of even, white teeth.


“What have you got there?” Nigel asked, pointing to the box.


The boy understood and shifted the box down on to his knee. Inside it lay rows and rows of brown, earthy bulbs.


“Are they tulips?”


Still the boy just grinned.


“Try it in French,” advised Sandra.


“Est-ce qu’ils sont des tulipes?”


The boy nodded, but did not answer, and a man shouted to him from the boat; he continued his journeys to and fro. They decided that he must be the cabin boy of the Dutch ship.


The heat was terrific, and as they sank down on some large empty oil drums Jeremy said, mopping his brow, “Thank goodness I’m not carting boxes of bulbs.”


“We shall be translating Caesar in a fortnight’s time,” Bulldog remarked morosely.


“I bags we forbid any reference to school during the rest of the holidays,” Lyn suggested.


“Carried unanimously.”


When it was time to turn back Maddy begged, “Do let’s go back through the slums.” The dock back streets of Fenchester were unashamedly referred to, even by their inhabitants, as the slums, though their names were celestial enough. “Manna Court”, “Heavensgate Street”, and “Paradise Yard” could beat the East End of London for poverty. The streets were narrow and winding, and great warehouses had sprung up between little cottages that now looked as if choked and struggling for air.


They were walking along in the middle of the road, for the pavement was narrow, and in some places still cobbled, when an errand boy on a bicycle came into sight. Although this was no remarkable occurrence, the seven stared as he approached on a rickety bicycle with an immense basket on the front. His hair was a flaming red, more ginger than the twins’ hair, or than any other hair in Fenchester. His prominent eyes were pale blue in colour.


As he rode past Maddy remarked, just too loudly, “Talk about a red herring!”


He heard, and, making a terrifying face, responded with one scathing epithet, “Fatty!”


There was nothing that annoyed Maddy more than references to her plump little person. She gave a sob of rage, and picking up a large piece of slate that was lying in the road, she threw it at him with all the force she had.


“Don’t!” Lyn shouted, but too late. The missile hurtled out of Maddy’s hand, but in quite the wrong direction. There was a crash as the boy turned the corner and disappeared. Maddy gasped and burst into tears. The others swung round.


“What’s the matter?”


Maddy sobbed and pointed to the side of the road. They looked and saw, squashed between two warehouses, a little one-storied building of wood. There were two grimy steps up to the front door, which had originally been blue and was now a dirty grey. On the door was a battered notice, “The All Souls Brethren Chapel. Meetings every Sabbath”, and in the left-hand window was a jagged hole where Maddy’s stone had found its mark.


They stood dumbfounded while Maddy cried quietly and miserably.


“Look what you’ve done!” said Sandra at last.


“I didn’t mean to,” Maddy sobbed. “I meant to hit that horrid boy.”


“Well, it hasn’t spoilt the look of the place much,” Bulldog remarked.


“What had we better do?” Sandra appealed anxiously to Nigel.


“We must find out who is the rector or minister or whatever they call the boss of a chapel.”


“Don’t let anyone see it till we’ve reported it,” Jeremy advised.


“I’ll stand in front of it,” Bulldog offered.


“Right-o, and we’ll go into the shop opposite and ask about it.”


Nigel led the way into the cheap eating-house across the road, leaving Bulldog leaning against the creosoted wooden wall with his head in front of the smashed pane of frosted glass. He put his hands in his pockets and whistled innocently, gazing into the sky as if this were his sole vocation in life. The errand boy passed again, and eyed him suspiciously, but apart from a few scraggy cats there was no other life in the road.


Inside the shop Nigel bought a bar of chocolate with a penny of Maddy’s last three halfpennies, and asked the enormous old lady behind the counter “How’s trade?” She shook her head ponderously. “Bad, sir, bad. Very bad. Not what it used to be.” She sniffed sadly, screwing up her heavy-featured face into a thousand wrinkles and furrows.


“Is the chapel opposite anything to do with the chapel up Forrester Road way?” he asked conversationally. The woman was ready to gossip, for she had taken a liking to this handsome, polite boy, who treated her with such gentlemanly deference.


“No, sir, that it ain’t. That ain’t been open these three years. The last minister, ’e was ’ad up for forging banknotes. And he was such a nice man. The ’all useter be reg’lar packed, and ’e cured Mrs. Cuttleberry, what live across the road o’ me; ’e cured ’er rheumatics something wunnerful.”


“Who does the hall belong to now?”


“I couldn’t rightly say, sir. Brother Irving, that being as ’ow he useter call ’imself, ’e bought the ’all with ’is own money, but being as ’ow ’e’s in prison I couldn’t rightly say.”


Nigel paid for the chocolate and they trooped out of the shop.


“It smelt like fried onions and washing-up water,” said Lyn distastefully.


“What news?” asked Bulldog, still with his head over the hole.


“It doesn’t seem to belong to anyone, as the former minister has been in prison for three years.”


“But we must do something about the window,” Sandra pointed out.


“Let’s see what it’s like inside.” Bulldog peered in through the hole. “It’s awfully dark. I can’t see much. Yes, I can. There are rows of chairs and a high platform at the other end.”


They each took a turn in looking.


“Thank goodness it’s a pretty small pane of glass. We ought to be able to mend it ourselves.” Nigel measured the pane roughly with his fingers. “Yes, it’s about ten inches by six. We could buy a piece of glass that size and easily fix it in with putty. I think I could do it.”


“There’s a lump of putty in our shed,” Jeremy observed, “and if we go round to Blake’s workshop we might pick up a bit of glass on the cheap.”


“That’s the trouble – money,” Lyn was despondent.


“I,” Maddy exclaimed suddenly, “have a birthday on Saturday!”


The situation was saved. Maddy would pay for the glass with her birthday money. Nigel marked the length and breadth of the pane on a piece of paper.


“But I shall pay you some, Maddy, when I get some,” Vicky told her.


“And I shall pay a little, too,” added Nigel.


“If Nigel pays, I shall,” put in Jeremy.


“So shall I.” This was Bulldog.


“Well I shall, because I ought to have been looking after Maddy better,” said Sandra.


“I shall help if Sandra does,” Lyn remarked; “so it won’t cost anyone much.”


“But what shall we do about it till Saturday? We’ll have to mend it in the morning, because we’re going to the vicarage in the afternoon.”


They thought in vain for some way of covering up the hole.


“Bulldog will have to stand in front of it day and night,” Maddy suggested.


“Impracticable,” said Bulldog.


“I know,” Vicky exclaimed. In the road there lay a handbill advertising a film appearing at the Palace Cinema. She picked it up. “Stick this over it and people won’t notice anything.”


“Good idea,” applauded Nigel; “but what shall we stick it with?”


“Stamp paper,” Jeremy said, producing a stamp book from his wallet.


Carefully they stuck the bill up so that the whole broken pane was covered.


“Super,” was Jeremy’s verdict, as he stepped back to see the final effect.


“H’m-h’mm,” Lyn coughed to attract their attention. “The time,” she said, “is five past one.”


With squeals of surprise they turned and hurried towards home. Maddy panted along at the rear, occasionally breaking into a trot to keep up.


“Life,” she puffed sadly, “is just one thing after another.”
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VICARAGE TEA PARTY





Maddy opened her eyes and wondered why she felt excited. Of course! It was her birthday.


“Fancy me being alive nine years!” she thought, “and I may live ten times this amount of years.”


She heard the postman come, and bounced up and down with expectation. Then Mrs. Fayne shouted up the stairs, “You awake, Maddy? There are some letters for you.”


“How many?”


“Four and a little parcel.”


She jumped out of bed and pattered along to the bathroom for a “lick and a promise”. When she came back Sandra was seated on the bed in a camel-hair dressing-gown.


“Many happy returns, Maddy.”


“Thanks. Have you got a present for me?”


Sandra shook her head sadly but her eyes were merry. “No. You know I’m broke.”


But when Maddy sat down to breakfast there were five big parcels and a little one and four letters beside her plate. Inside the first parcel, a thin, flat one, was a book of paper dolls with clothes that you painted, then cut out and put on the little cardboard figures. On the outside was written, “With love from Sandra”. Maddy was delighted, and when she opened the next parcel and found that it contained an enormous paint box from her father she was so delighted that she knocked over her bowl of grapefruit.


“What a good job it’s my birthday,” she said, watching the patch of juice spread over the tablecloth. The other presents proved to be a book of animal stories (from her uncle) and a large furry lion with a zip down its tummy, where you opened the nightdress case that he held inside him. The last was from her mother.


“I’ll christen it Henrietta after you, Mummy,” she said.


“It’s not a lady lion, ’cause it’s got a mane,” Sandra informed her.


“I’ll call it Henry, then.”


She opened one of the envelopes with trembling fingers, assailed by the dreadful thought it might contain only a birthday card and no money. Then she heard the crisp crackle of paper. It was a ten-shilling note! Her eyes sparkled, and she tried to kick Sandra under the table.


“Mind my best shoes,” said her father from behind the Daily Telegraph.


“Sorry,” Maddy apologized meekly.


The other letters were birthday cards from her friends, and the little parcel which had been put through the door just before the postman’s visit bore the label, “With love from the Halfords and Darwins”. Inside was a mouth-organ. Maddy blew delighted discords on it. Mr. Fayne put his hands over his ears. “Good heavens! Fancy anyone being so misguided as to give you an instrument of torture like that.” But, all the same, when she offered him a blow he did not refuse.


Directly she had finished her egg she asked, “Will you excuse Sandra and me, Mummy?”


“Yes, dear, as long as you don’t go spending a lot of your money.”


“I think,” put in Mr. Fayne, “that I had better look after some of that for you.”


“Oh no!” Maddy’s eyes dilated with horror, and quickly she stuffed it down the elephant’s trunk of her money-box. “There, it’s safe now.”


“Yes, as long as you don’t lose the box.”


Sandra and Maddy flung on their blazers, and crawling through the hole in the fence, banged on the Darwins’ back door. Jeremy opened it, but with no welcoming words, for his mouth was full. He chewed silently, and, when he was able, said, “Sorry. Bread and marmalade. What do you want?”


“Thanks for your part of the mouth-organ, and look what I’ve got.” Maddy held up the elephant.


“He’s lovely,” said Jeremy disinterestedly.


“It’s not the box, it’s what’s in it,” Sandra explained.


“It’s money,” went on Maddy excitedly, “to pay for the—”


“Sh!” Jeremy, comprehending at last, glanced nervously over his shoulder and drew the door to behind him.


“We want to get it out, and it’s the kind you have to take the bottom off, so can we get out the nails in your shed?”


“Wait a tick and I’ll come and do it for you.”


He went inside, calling, “Lyn, here are Maddy and Sandra.” They both appeared a few minutes later, Jeremy without his table napkin.


In the shed, which smelt of bicycle tyres and blacking, they took the elephant to pieces.


“Let’s pretend we’re doctors doing an operation for appendicitis,” Maddy suggested. She stuffed her hankie down his trunk. “Look, I’ve given him an anaesthetic.”


“The surgeon now applies the knife,” said Jeremy, sliding his penknife under the joining of the base. Gently he levered off the bottom, and the note fluttered out.


“Now we must go round to Blake’s and get the glass. Here’s the putty.”


He picked up a dirty grey lump from the bench, and would have put it in his pocket but Maddy took it from him.


“What lovely stuff! How I’d like to throw it at Mrs. Potter-Smith.”


“Why this sudden aversion to Mrs. P.-S.?” Jeremy wanted to know.


Maddy pouted. “She told Mummy I was a ‘bonny little girl’. Me! Bonny! Ugh!”


“Bonny is only another word for fat,” said Jeremy teasingly.


At that moment he was getting through the fence, and in so tempting a position that Maddy could not resist giving him a kick.


They went round the side of the Faynes’ house, out at the front gate, and down to the Corner House. Vicky was doing her usual half-hour acrobatic practice in the garden, attired in a blouse under a bathing costume. She was in a back-bend when they scrunched up the gravel path.


“You look funny upside down,” she greeted them.


“No funnier than you do.”


“It’s not ten, is it?” This was their usual time for going out.


“No,” Jeremy explained, “but you know what we’ve got to do this morning, and Maddy’s got the money.”


“Oh, goody.” Vicky got up and ran into the house, calling over her shoulder, “Take a seat.” They sat down on the grass, and a few minutes later were joined by Nigel and Bulldog.


“Where’s Vick?” Lyn asked.


“Making herself look respectable.”


She came out a few minutes later in a green linen frock looking neat and tidy and altogether as if she had never heard the word “acrobatic”.


“Now what are we going to do, exactly?” Nigel wanted to know. “We can’t go and mend it quite openly.”


“Why not?”


“Well – we just couldn’t.”


“I think we could,” Lyn disagreed. “If anyone asked what we were up to we should just say we broke the window and were mending it. That’s perfect truth, and if we mend it there’s no blame on us.”


“True, O King,” said Nigel thoughtfully.


Sandra voiced her opinion, saying, “I bags we do it openly, because it’s no sin to break a window.”


“O.K. Let’s go.” Nigel jumped up, pulling Sandra after him, and they all started off for Blake’s workshop.


“I’ll go in,” Jeremy offered, “because he is a friend of mine.”


Maddy handed over the note that she had been holding tightly screwed up in her fist.


“Where’s the paper you measured the window by?” he asked Nigel. Nigel produced it.


While they were waiting for him to come out, Maddy found a litter basket attached to a lamp-post.


“Aha!” she thought, “where there are litter baskets there are usually empty cigarette packets, and where there are cigarette packets there are cigarette cards.” She plunged both arms into the rubbish it contained. The others leaning against some railings, talking idly, were startled by a pained yelp. Maddy, with a finger in her mouth, was hopping round in circles.


“I’ve been stung, I’ve been stung,” she squealed.


“Oh, you poor little thing,” Sandra swooped on her sympathetically. “Let’s have a look. Oh, it’s not very bad. Suck it.”


“I’ll iodine it,” Nigel offered. “I’ve got my first-aid set with me.”


This alarmed Maddy more than the actual sting. “I’ll bite you if you bring iodine near me,” she threatened.


“What a sweet child!” Jeremy mocked her.


“Be quiet, Jeremy, it’s her birthday,” Lyn remonstrated.


“However did it happen?” Sandra wanted to know. Maddy explained. “Well, you must expect wasps in rubbish baskets.”


Jeremy came out of Blake’s with a satisfied air, carrying a parcel and jingling coins in his hand.


“A very successful transaction. He only charged me half a crown!” The others expressed delight. “Don’t clap me, I know I’m good. And furthermore he’s given me some hints on putting in panes.”


“Good work!” Nigel commended, and they made their way towards the hall.


They found the bill still covering the hole in the window and the same air of derelict misery over the whole street as on their former visit. Nigel and Jeremy took off their coats and set to work at once, while Maddy modelled little men out of the putty.


“I’m going to explore,” Bulldog decided. “Do you think I could squeeze round the side and get to the back of the place?”


“I shan’t come and lever you out if you stick,” Vicky warned him.


The space between the side of the hall and the next-door building was very narrow, but somehow Bulldog managed to contract his thick, stocky body and squash it into the aperture.


“If I don’t come back I leave all to you, Lyn.”


“Delighted, I’m sure.”


The older girls walked down the street a little way and found a second-hand clothes shop of very meagre dimensions.


“Whoever would buy such revolting looking garments as those?” Vicky wanted to know.


“The lady in the café over the road looks as if she might do so,” Lyn remarked.


“Confound the thing!” said Jeremy savagely as the piece of frosted glass slipped for the third time.


“Shall I play helpful tunes on my mouth-organ?” Maddy offered.


“Please don’t.”


“You don’t appreciate good music when you hear it,” she mourned.


“Oh, go and find Bulldog.”


With much puffing and blowing she squeezed along the side. When at last she found herself at the back, her dress was black with dirt and her face covered with smuts. She surveyed her hands ruefully and rubbed them down her dress. Bulldog was nowhere to be seen, but the little back door was open, and she walked into a dark, musty atmosphere. Bulldog’s voice called to her from the gloom.


“Hi, who’s that?”


“Me.”


“Maddy?”


“Yes.”


“Stay there. The lights won’t go on, but I’ve got an electric torch. I’ve tumbled over three chairs already.” There was a crash. “That was the fourth.”


The beam of the torch travelled to and fro. Maddy saw that she was standing by the side of a large raised platform, on which stood a chair and a table. There were benches and chairs arranged in rows down the length of the hall, facing the platform, and little blue hassocks in front of them. The windows down each side were of the same frosted glass as the one that was being mended, and as they faced blank walls they let in only a glimmer of daylight. On the other side of the platform was a little door. She went across and poked her nose into the room. It contained a large table with several chairs standing round it, and benches, step-ladders, and brooms stacked in the corners. She was joined by Bulldog. “Not exactly a cheerful place, is it?”


“No,” she agreed. “And jolly dirty.”


“So would you be if you were left alone for three years.” They explored all the corners.


“Here’s a little wash basin. I should think when this was a chapel this was the vestry.”


“It’s very empty now,” Maddy said. “I suppose all the vests were taken away when Brother What’sisname was put in jail. May I have the torch? Thank you.”


“H’m. Peculiar place. I found that back door left unlocked, so I walked in. I’ll go and fetch the others.”


Left alone, Maddy clambered up on to the platform and wrote her name in the dust that carpeted it. The others arrived, breathless and dishevelled, a few minutes later.


“What a sinister-looking place!” Sandra exclaimed. “And doesn’t it smell horribly. I’d like to get to work on it with a scrubbing brush.”


“Look, a piano! Spotlight, Maddy!”


Nigel dashed to it and thumped out swing music with great vigour. Bulldog began to croon in a husky, urgent tone, and Vicky did an impromptu rumba. They only stopped when they were breathless.


“You didn’t know we could do that, did you?” Nigel laughed at the surprised faces of the others.


“It’s clever,” Jeremy criticized, “but it’s not beautiful. Whoever taught you to play, Nigel?”


“No one. I picked it up myself.”


“Oh, that explains it!”


“Don’t be rude, Jeremy. You can’t play like that,” Lyn admonished him.


“I think Nigel plays as well as Jeremy, only differently,” said Sandra fairly.


“Let’s hear you, Jeremy,” Vicky requested.


He sat down at the piano, stared into space a little, then dreamily his fingers floated into the melody of a Beethoven sonata. The tune changed into “Barcarolle” from Tales of Hoffman.


“Come on, Sandra,” he murmured.


She went and stood by the piano.




“Night of stars,


And night of love…”





Her voice was soft but sweet. Lyn got up and ballroom-danced with her shadow to the slow waltz time. When the last lingering note had died away the others applauded vigorously.


“Why, that’s wonderful,” said Nigel appreciatively.


“I don’t think much of it,” said Maddy truthfully.


“Do better yourself, then,” Lyn retorted.


“I’ll play the piano like Jeremy and Nigel,” she offered.


“Go on, then. Give me the torch.”


With a wicked grin she seated herself at the stool. “Shout out when you know which one I am,” she said. With a crashing discord she started her recital. There was no tune, but the rhythm and the swing of the left hand from the bottom to the middle octave was unmistakably Nigel’s.


“Nigel!” they shouted.


The smile on her face – a perfect caricature of Nigel’s, with lips parted and teeth just touching – turned to the vague, slightly miserable expression worn by Jeremy when at the piano. She touched a few notes with the soft pedal on, then did the five-finger exercise with much feeling. Her audience roared and Jeremy was blushing in the darkness. She carefully picked out the notes for a final chord, swept the back of her hand across her brow, a familiar gesture of his when the curly quiff of fair hair in the front was troubling him, and ended solemnly and forlornly.


“You little demon, Maddy,” burst out Jeremy, laughing.


“She’s got us, all right,” agreed Nigel, “but I didn’t know we looked as peculiar as all that!”


“You know, between us we are quite talented,” Lyn remarked thoughtfully.


“We’re infant prodigies,” Nigel agreed lightly.


“Specially me on my mouth-organ.” Maddy produced it again amid groans of despair.


“I think we’d better be going,” said Sandra. “Bulldog’s torch seems to be fading. Shut the piano lid, someone. How did you and Maddy get in, Bulldog?”
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