

[image: Cover Image]





VIRAGO MODERN CLASSICS

505

[image: image]

Daphne du Maurier

DAPHNE DU MAURIER (1907–89) was born in London, the daughter of the famous actor-manager Sir Gerald du Maurier and granddaughter of George du Maurier, the author and artist. A voracious reader, she was from an early age fascinated by imaginary worlds and even created a male alter ego for herself. Educated at home with her sisters and later in Paris, she began writing short stories and articles in 1928, and in 1931 her first novel, The Loving Spirit, was published. A biography of her father and three other novels followed, but it was the novel Rebecca that launched her into the literary stratosphere and made her one of the most popular authors of her day. In 1932, du Maurier married Major Frederick Browning, with whom she had three children.

Besides novels, du Maurier published short stories, plays and biographies. Many of her bestselling novels became award-winning films, and in 1969 du Maurier was herself awarded a DBE. She lived most of her life in Cornwall, the setting for many of her books, and when she died in 1989, Margaret Forster wrote in tribute: ‘No other popular writer has so triumphantly defied classification … She satisfied all the questionable criteria of popular fiction, and yet satisfied too the exacting requirements of “real literature”, something very few novelists ever do’.
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For Glads, a promise, with love.

Bean

Kilmarth, November 1971–March 1972



Introduction


This is a Daphne du Maurier novel in disguise. In Rule Britannia’s sardonic scenario for the 1970s, the United States administration sets up an alliance with the UK government over the heads of the British people, and sends in the marines to quell any troublemakers. But the authorities reckon without the truculence of the Celtic fringe. In a big house in Cornwall, between the spectacularly beautiful south coast and the clay-mining country (where Daphne du Maurier herself lived throughout her writing life), an eccentric ex-actress named Mad and her crew of adopted boys throw in their lot with the emerging Cornish Resistance.


Understandably, readers of Rebecca might fear that Rule Britannia will not transport them back to Manderley. Despite its dream opening, dangerous cliffs, dead bodies, and the slanting of the story through a young woman’s eyes – all elements in common with Rebecca – Daphne du Maurier’s last novel is indeed very different from the book that made her world-famous. Her biographer, Margaret Forster, shows from her letters that she deliberately tried to write a lighter work than usual, one which ‘takes the mickey out of everything’. However, the novel she produced has more bite than she realised – she was closer to the mark when she called it ‘mocking’ – its tone shifting from the funny and farcical to the bleak and bizarre. Her publishers were worried by the implausible plot, and many of her faithful readers were bemused. Yet what holds Rule Britannia together is its very absurdity, the bold concept of an eighty-year-old actress in league with the locals, which combines in one last gloriously defiant statement both the theatrical environment of the writer’s London childhood and the grand passion of her adult life, Cornwall.


In the zany Cornish world of Rule Britannia, Peter Pan meets the marines. Mad’s cool and sensible granddaughter plays Wendy to Mad’s Peter Pan, the lovable and exasperating fantasist who refuses to grow up. The killing of an American by an arrow loosed by one of Mad’s adopted children (the act that winds up the tension to propel the plot) is a black parody of the Lost Boys winging Wendy as she approaches Neverland. But the reality of the marine’s murder marks Neverland’s shocking end – this is Death in Arcadia. It works, in this oddly truth-telling book, as a reminder that Cornwall in the 1970s has to face its own realities, and that even a secluded writer must face them too.


As daughters of the celebrated Gerald du Maurier, theatre manager and matinée idol, Daphne and her two sisters were Peter Pan’s friends from the nursery. They were brought up in the glamorous milieu of the London stage, with J. M. Barrie as an honorary uncle. He had created Peter for Daphne’s Llewelyn Davies cousins (and became the guardian of the five brothers when they were orphaned, just as the Darlings adopted the six Lost Boys). Gerald had been playing Captain Hook since 1904, before Daphne was born, and Daphne’s elder sister Angela took the part of Wendy for three seasons in the 1920s, making the show an annual winter ritual for the whole family. Despite her personal shunning of the limelight, Daphne’s fascination with the theatre never faded, and its influence on her fiction is particularly well understood by Nina Auerbach, in her maverick study, Haunted Heiress. In 1948 Daphne brought the two worlds together on the West End stage in the script of September Tide, a play set in Ferryside, the family’s converted boathouse on the river Fowey where she wrote her first novel. She began a serious flirtation with September Tide’s star, Gertrude Lawrence, an old flame of her father’s; as Forster observes, both Gertie and Gerald, she saw, were themselves types of Peter Pan, who ‘never grew up’.


Rule Britannia was dedicated to another of Gerald’s leading ladies, Gladys Cooper, who had died the previous autumn, and Mad was conceived as a larger-than-life ‘Glads’. As Angela recounted in her delightful autobiography, It’s Only the Sister, ‘Gladys came into our lives in 1911 and never left’; Daphne, who adored her and was said to resemble her, daydreamed of being her secret daughter. So when we enter Emma’s dream on the first page of Rule Britannia, while she holds her famous grandmother’s hand to acknowledge an audience’s rapturous applause, we are sharing Daphne’s teenage fantasy of finding her true mother, which blurs here into a moving tribute to the late actress taking her last curtain call.


It was clear to Daphne’s family and friends that her grandchildren also had their counterparts in Rule Britannia. She was sixty-four when she wrote it, with one teenage granddaughter a little younger than Emma, and five boisterous grandsons. Certainly, one motive behind the book was to explore her own feelings about the Britain that her grandchildren would inherit. A trace of the idea – ‘the faintest, faintest brew’ – is recorded in a letter to her friend Oriel Malet seven years earlier but, by the time the book was written in 1972, it was very much a ‘state-of-the-nation’ novel, projected forward into the later 1970s and anticipating an era after US disengagement from Vietnam and the death of Mao (whose style of jackets Mad provocatively adopts). The Conservative Party had been returned to government in 1970 on a manifesto promising to pursue entry into the European Common Market, and the plot is predicated on wholescale public rejection of the move (though the 1975 referendum, two years after Britain joined, would actually produce a resounding vote of support). However, the real political interest of the book, rather than its somewhat crude analysis of the global situation, lies much closer to home, in Daphne’s determined attempt in her eighth Cornish novel to understand more objectively the place for which she felt such a powerful attachment.


While the novel was ‘brewing’, the Mebyon Kernow (‘Sons of Cornwall’) movement had adopted a more focused political strategy and put up their first parliamentary candidate, encouraged by the recent success of Scottish and Welsh nationalist parties at the polls. During the 1960s, their broad agenda had attracted a thousand members, successfully tapping into a proud sense of Cornish difference and rousing pragmatic resistance towards up-country policies that threatened interference in the region. Daphne had come to share many of Mebyon Kernow’s values, whose arguments infused the illustrated commentary on her adopted home, Vanishing Cornwall (1967). Though she was quick to criticise Mebyon Kernow for harking back to a mythic past, wanting to ‘put the people into black kilts, speaking the old Cornish language, with a Parliament west of Tamar’, in 1969 she accepted, not without wry amusement, an invitation to join the party, and even tried her hand at writing a political piece in their magazine, Cornish Nation (vol.I, no.5).


She could hardly be expected to come up with any solution to the conundrum that has frustrated Cornwall into the twenty-first century of ‘seeking ways and means of preserving Cornish individuality and independence, keeping the coast and countryside unspoilt, with people fully employed’ (Vanishing Cornwall). But along with many other members of Mebyon Kernow, Cornish and non-Cornish alike, she loathed the superior attitude of the London centre to the periphery, represented in Rule Britannia by the establishment figure of Emma’s father, who thinks that crossing the Tamar takes him out of the civilised world into Tibet. She disliked the unimaginative politicians appointed to represent Cornwall’s interests in Whitehall, satirised in the novel by the ‘on-message’ woman MP for Mid-Cornwall, who is quick to toe the government line. And most of all she resented crass interventions from up-country – the kind of London-centred thinking that had planned in the Sixties to rehouse overspill populations in the South West peninsula – and despised the local people who colluded with such damaging projects for short-term gain. The publican in Rule Britannia who sees a future in selling drink to the marines and importing Californian wine, rather than joining the Cornish farmers and fishermen and clayworkers in a principled resistance movement, bears the brunt of Mad’s scathing dismissal of collaborators.


The anger felt by Daphne at the lack of political will to regenerate the local economy fuses in Rule Britannia with her dread of a ‘mass invasion’ of tourists, a short-sighted economic solution which would turn Cornwall into ‘the playground of all England’ (Vanishing Cornwall ). There is, of course, much more at stake than an altruistic concern for Cornwall in her savage vision of an American take-over bid for Britain, which plans to convert the entire country into a gigantic theme park. As early as 1952, in a defensive letter to her socialist editor, Victor Gollancz, she admitted to her gut reaction against the ‘very noisy smelly people’ who ‘strew the beach, once so white and lovely, with sandwich papers, cartons, corn-plasters, contraceptives’; indeed, in pre-war Rebecca (1938), the de Winters recoil from the summer visitors on the margins of Manderley. She would surely have hated ‘Eden’, the millennium project that, little more than a decade after her death in 1989, has converted one of the abandoned Cornish clay-pits into a tourist attraction in the name of environmentalism, bringing two million visitors a year to the doorstep of what is now commodified as ‘du Maurier country’.


It is easy to lampoon the perennial hostility of Cornwall’s incomers to lower-class visitors, an attitude which has been as common among the less well-off writers and artists who have colonised different areas of Cornwall since the 1880s as among the more privileged owners of private rural retreats. This may be construed as a politically reactionary withdrawal from everything repellent in a more egalitarian, crowded Britain. But in Daphne du Maurier’s case, the desire to defend Cornwall welled more directly from her personal commitment to the rugged coastal landscape and the mysterious house she loved. ‘I do believe I love Mena more than people’, she once said of the Menabilly estate, the primary inspiration for Manderley, and her life was lived in the shadow of its inevitable renunciation.


Her passionate possession of Menabilly, initially made possible by Rebecca’s sales and Hitchcock’s film, was prolonged by a generous lease for a quarter of a century. But she had already mourned its destruction in the opening of Rebecca, when she was merely a trespasser in Menabilly’s deserted grounds; and in The King’s General (1946), written at the time when she first moved into the house during the war (and the Americans were massing around Fowey in anticipation of D-Day), she visualised the sacking of the earlier gracious building by Roundhead soldiers in the Civil War. In 1969, before the writing of Rule Britannia, she was finally forced to relinquish her tenure to the Rashleighs and move to the brighter dower house, Kilmarth, a little closer to Par (the ‘Poldrea’ of Rule Britannia). She became apparently reconciled to the move, and bravely repopulated Mad’s fictional house with the troop of sons she had once wanted, but she never ceased grieving for Menabilly. And the apparently irrevocable vanishing of ‘her’ Cornwall, a land of lonely cliffs and farms, in the face of modernisation, immigration and tourism, actualised for her on a huge scale the nightmare of the second Mrs de Winter – that she could never return to Manderley again.


In Rule Britannia, du Maurier tries hard to give her Cornwall back to the Cornish, and let them defend their own land. The locals’ voices are heard through the heroic figures of Jack Trembath, the farmer ‘with powerful shoulders who used to wrestle for Cornwall against Brittany in his younger days’, and Tom Bate, the fishmonger who skippers his own boat. Both are perilously close to ethnic caricature – though perhaps her strange creation of a Welsh beachcomber, representing a pan-Celtic alliance, calls such carping criticism into question. Mad’s embarrassing insistence on nicknaming him Taffy mocks Daphne’s own tendency to stereotype, a caution to the too literal reader that the whole novel, not only its extrovert heroine, is designed to be larger than life.


Taffy also becomes the interface between a hard-edged view of 1970’s Cornwall and the haunting ‘other Cornwall’, saturated with Daphne du Maurier’s imagination. As Emma struggles to seek a path of certainties through her brave new world, she has her suspicions about Taffy’s authenticity, and challenges her grandmother’s grasp on reality:


‘You imply that nothing is ever true, that we are all misled, that each one of us, guilty or innocent, follows some will o’ the wisp and then vanishes off the face of the earth for evermore?’




However, Mad has no difficulty with holding truth in suspense: ‘I neither believe nor disbelieve. Taffy’s a mountebank, so am I. Rogues, vagabonds, strolling players, we’re all alike.’ Their exchange is unresolved, dramatically broken by terrifying, anarchic explosions.


The author is here both the critical observer and the maddening actress. As Oriel Malet knew, she had ‘put more of her own character into Mad than she realized’, and in this distinctively du Maurier moment, Daphne is claiming the writer’s prerogative to fuse real and imaginary worlds. What is ‘the real Cornwall’ anyway? For thousands of readers, many of whom will never go there, Cornwall is not a region of claypits and tourist attractions, but Daphne du Maurier’s Manderley, the place of her dreams.
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Emma awoke to the sound of ’planes passing overhead, but she was not fully conscious, and the sound merged with her dream. The dream was a recurring one, begun in childhood around the age of five and returning still at the age of twenty, so she knew it must have some sort of psychological importance, but what it was she did not care. In the dream she and Mad were holding hands, bowing gracefully to the audience and then to one another. The applause was deafening, and the curtain rose and fell several times but the clapping never ceased. As a child she had looked up to Mad in the dream, as her protectress, and there was a feeling of reassurance in the echoing smile, in the squeeze of the hand, as though Mad were saying, ‘It’s all right, they can’t hurt you, I’m here, now and forever’. Then through schooldays and adolescence the protectress figure had shrunk, or rather it was that Emma grew, and now they were equal in power, she and Mad, they were identical faces on either side of a coin, and the applause was for them both … The last burst of clapping, the final fall of the curtain, and it wasn’t the world of theatre any more but the dwindling sound of aircraft humming inland away from the coast, and she was in her own bed with the window rattling against the sill, the curtains blowing, and the smell of morning, cold and clean, seeping into the room.

Emma looked at her bedside clock – it was a few minutes after seven – and then switched on her radio to the local station. But there was no time signal, no announcer with the news, nothing but an interminable hum that must mean there was a fault somewhere, and it wasn’t any better when she tried the national programme. The hum persisted, with crackling and spitting thrown in for good measure. ‘Oh, to hell with it!’ She pushed the transistor aside and lay back on her pillow, her hands behind her head, transposing ‘To be or not to be’ from Hamlet into a critical assessment of her own ambivalent life. To leave or not to leave, that is the question; whether ’tis nobler to continue living, sharing Mad’s life, her home, her whole existence, or to break here and now with all dominion, cut myself loose, start on a separate road …

The trouble is, which road? That was the rub. No openings for girls with or without the right exams behind them. Secretarial pools all jammed with applicants. Men, women, boys, girls, jostling for position, scrambling to obtain the few jobs worth the holding, and ever since the government had backtracked and pulled out of Europe – dissension amongst the Ten was the official reason, and a national referendum had given the government of the day a thumping majority – things seemed to have gone from bad to worse. So Pa said, and he ought to know, being a merchant banker.

‘Travel the world,’ he told her. ‘I’ll pay.’

‘I don’t want charity,’ she replied. ‘I’ve turned eighteen.’

And so the inevitable and abortive effort to make the grade on the stage. Mad’s influence, of course. But despite the recurring dream she had made no headway. And unless she could get to the top bang off, then there was nothing doing. Not after all those childhood years with applause sounding in her ears. TV commercials or regional announcing? No, thank you, ladies and gentlemen and viewers everywhere. Let us rather bear the ills we have than fly to others that we know not of.

Emma tried the radio again, with the same result, a prolonged hum. She got out of bed and went along the passage to turn on the bath-water. Glancing out of the window she saw that the curtains of the little boys’ room were still tightly drawn. Thank heaven for that – with luck they might still be asleep. The side door slammed, well, that would rouse them, if the sound of the ’planes hadn’t. It was Terry, wheeling his bicycle out of the side hall – where he was not supposed to keep it – and careering away up the drive. Terry was a poor early riser as a rule, unlike Joe, who was always up by seven, chopping wood or digging in the garden, and curiosity impelled Emma to throw open the window and call after him.

‘Where are you going?’

He took no notice, of course, merely waved a careless hand, grinned over his shoulder and continued on his way. She was about to close the window again when she noticed that a slate on the sloping roof above the little boys’ room had worked loose and was sliding down into the guttering. It was followed by a second, and then a third. Rage filled her. She knew what it meant. Andy had climbed on to the roof from his bedroom on the other side of the house and was squatting on the disused chimney that was his favourite spy-place. He must somehow have dislodged the slates. ‘I can’t and I won’t stand it.’ The memory of the dream, so different from reality, infused Emma with the sense of frustration that can only be appeased by instant action of a useless sort. Deliberately she let her toothglass fall into the wash-basin with a crash. The splintered fragments gave her satisfaction. ‘Serve her right,’ she muttered. Serve who right? Herself or Mad? The bath-water was tepid – the immersion heater must have gone wrong again. And this, she told herself, is what comes of living in a mad-house, rightly named after its owner, who, on retiring from the stage some years ago after a brilliant career, could think of nothing better to do than to adopt six parentless, maladjusted boys and let them run riot in her home, believing, by so doing, that she had justification for living when her career had finished.

‘I won’t help her any more. She must find someone else. I will not let my life be ruined. I’m far too young.’

Emma bathed and dressed – same old tunic, same old jeans, no one here to care how she looked – and then went downstairs into the kitchen, to be greeted by the revolting smell of eggs and bacon. Dottie insisted that growing boys must start the day with a good breakfast, otherwise they would lose their strength, and as she had the cooking of it she took responsibility.

Dottie had been Mad’s dresser for forty years, and now, torn from the world of theatre she had made her own, was installed as cook, housekeeper, cleaner, nurse, or whatever else she might be called upon to do through the sudden demand of the employer she adored. You could hardly imagine, so Emma had decided long ago, the one without the other. If memory was a photographic plate, as she sometimes felt it must be, then her first memory was of the dressing-room at the Theatre Royal, with Mad turning round from the stool in front of the wide mirror, holding out her arms to Emma at the age of three or four and saying, ‘Darling …’ with that radiant, wonderful smile, and Dottie bustling in the background behind a screen, putting some incredible costume on a hanger. Madam must have this … Madam must have that … Madam is on top of the world … Madam is in one of her moods. And so it was that Dottie’s appellation of ‘Madam’, which through the years spread down the theatre hierarchy, from director, author and leading man to call-boy and scene-shifter, became shortened at some forgotten moment, on the lips of a child, to the Mad of today. It was significant, though, that nobody was allowed to use the name but Emma. If anyone else had dared … the heavens would have split asunder.

The heavens were going to split any moment, as a matter of fact, so Emma decided as another wave of ’planes passed overhead. There must be scores of them, probably some exercise or other, and perhaps that was what was causing interference with the radio. Dottie was trying to squeeze her rotund form into the narrow gap between dish-washer and kitchen sink, head uptilted to the window beyond.

‘What’s going on?’ she said to Emma. ‘The blessed things don’t give one a moment’s peace. I didn’t need my alarm clock this morning. It was one long throb-throb before six. They ought to have more consideration for the general public.’

‘Who do you mean by “they”?’ asked Emma.

She began laying the table for the boys. Plates, knives and forks, cereal bowls.

‘Well,’ Dottie replied, returning to her fry, ‘the powers that be, whoever they are. They’ve no right to do it. Now I’ve burnt the toast. It’s going to be one of those mornings. The post’s never come and I had to send Terry on his bike to look out for the van. If Madam doesn’t get her post with her orange-juice there’ll be murder in the house. I’ve been expecting her bell for the past half-hour as it is. Get those boys moving, Emma dear, I’m all behindhand. And tell Andy to clean his teeth with the tooth-paste, not the soap.’

A moment’s respite from the droning overhead. A sudden lull. I ought, thought Emma, to be doing something truly worthwhile, like nursing old people with leprosy, or feeding famine-stricken multitudes after a tidal wave … Oh hell, she thought, what a load of rubbish. This is what TV documentaries do to one, Mad is perfectly right. All judgement goes.

Deathly silence from the little boys’ room. Surely they were not still asleep? She opened the door. The curtains were tightly drawn, but the light was on. Ben was sitting in the far corner of the room on an upturned chamber pot to serve as stool. He was stark naked except for a pair of gloves and a discarded hat of Mad’s, sent to a jumble sale and never sold. He was ebony black and beautiful, and looked less than his three years. It was not only because of his colour that Mad had adopted him but because, so the authorities told her, there was something amiss with his tongue, he might never learn to speak. He rolled delighted eyes at Emma as she entered, held up two fingers, a gesture taught him by Terry, then gazed once more towards the uppermost bed of the double-bedded bunk which he shared with Colin.

Colin, six years old, was as white as Ben was black, blue-eyed, golden-haired – a director would have picked him from a million candidates for the role of the child Jesus. Found in a ditch after a Pop festival, his parents never traced. Mad, who was snobbish at times, swore he was of royal descent, but the devil had a hand in his making too, for he had a serpent’s guile beneath an angel’s hide. ‘If anyone can teach Ben to speak Colin will,’ Mad determined, and to Dottie’s consternation she placed them together in the double bunk, from which moment Colin had become Ben’s god, though speech had not yet materialised.

‘What are you doing?’ asked Emma suspiciously.

Colin was lying motionless on the top bunk with a sheet folded over him, his hands crossed on his breast. His eyes were closed. Emma walked over to the bunk and prodded his cheek, and one eye opened.

‘Go away, Emma. I’m doing a play for Ben. I’m Madam dying, and in a moment I’m going to gasp and choke and it will be the end of the play. Ben will then have to clap, and I shall jump up and bow.’

‘What a horrible idea for a play,’ said Emma. ‘Stop it at once and dress, breakfast will be ready any minute.’

Colin looked aggrieved. ‘It’s not horrible at all. It’s realistic. Madam thought of it herself. We’re rehearsing it for her. At least, I am – Ben’s the audience.’

Emma left them to it and went out of the room. The trouble was, as Pa was in the habit of saying – though she disliked agreeing with him where Mad was concerned – the trouble was that Mad was the last person in the world who should be permitted to give a home to maladjusted children. Happy they might be, but the world they lived in was unreal, a world of fantasy. Like mine, Emma thought, like mine, we’re all tarred with the same brush, Mad’s brush …

She walked along the narrow passage and opened the door of the middle boys’ room. Andy and Sam, being twelve and nine, were known as the middle boys to distinguish them from their elders, Joe and Terry, who were nineteen and seventeen. The middle boys also had bunks, but their room was larger than the little boys’ lair, and it had a distinctive smell. This was due to the wired-off portion, containing a very ancient grey squirrel which, Sam had decided, could no longer fend for itself. The squirrel had shared the bedroom with him and Andy for several weeks. Discarded nut-shells scattered the floor. Dottie had protested, practically in tears, that it was against all laws of hygiene.

‘Hygiene my foot,’ Mad told her. ‘Sam will probably grow up to become a famous zoologist and win a Nobel prize. I won’t have him checked.’

Sam was kneeling on the floor when Emma entered the room, but he was not tending to the squirrel’s needs. A new inhabitant, a pigeon, trailed a wing, while Sam endeavoured to coax his visitor to take seed from his open palm. He glanced over his shoulder and motioned Emma to silence.

‘Don’t come too near, Emmie,’ he whispered, ‘you might scare him. Once he knows me for a friend he’ll let me bind up his wing.’

Perhaps. Perhaps not. Sam had saved wounded birds before now, but he had known failure too, and then there had been tears, and funeral ceremonies in the shrubbery, with Colin, invariably fascinated by death, performing his role as parson.

‘How did it happen?’ asked Emma, also whispering.

‘He fell from the roof. He was disturbed by something.’ Sam had a narrow, thin face, and he had been born with the squint that was still his distinguishing mark, making those who did not know and understand him feel uncomfortable. Perhaps it was the squint that had discomfited his parents some years previously. Sam had been a battered baby, and when Mad saw the bruises she seized him for her own.

‘What disturbed him?’ Emma enquired.‘Was it those ’planes?’

The crossed eyes spared Sam from many an admission. People could never tell from their expression whether he was speaking the truth.

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘at least, I think so.’

The open window and the absence of Andy suggested otherwise, but Emma knew better than to expect Sam to betray his room-mate.

‘It’s all right, you don’t have to tell me,’ she said. ‘I know he’s on the roof again, I saw the fallen slates from the bathroom window.’

She crossed the room, and opening the window wider still, but holding it firmly, leant backwards, suggesting someone on the point of suicide. The square chimney at the roof ’s end, long blocked from within, had a rounded aperture, whence the smoke in ancient times had issued from a vast range in a basement kitchen. Today the opening made a splendid vantage spot for an adventurous boy, who, well concealed, his matted hair, which might have been a jackdaw’s nest, the only visible sign of occupancy, could thus ensconce himself as lord of all he surveyed, occasionally to the disadvantage of those below.

‘Come on down,’ called Emma authoritatively. ‘I shan’t tell you again.’

The jackdaw’s nest moved. So did a weapon. How on earth, Emma wondered, had Andy managed not only to climb the dangerous sloping roof but to carry with him one of the bows which all the boys were forbidden to touch, and which should by rights be standing with its fellows in the entrance-hall?

‘Given me by a field-marshal,’ Mad used to say. ‘Toxophily was his favourite hobby. He was one of my greatest fans for years.’

‘Completely untrue,’ Pa would whisper to Emma. ‘She bought them at the Battersea fun-fair.’

True or false, the arrows that went with the bows were lethal. Andy’s head and shoulders emerged from the chimney. He smiled engagingly at Emma.

‘I only grazed the pigeon,’ he called. ‘I didn’t mean to, I wanted to scare the aircraft, but they were out of my range. Several choppers came low, and if they’d only been a few hundred feet lower I might have got one of the pilots.’

‘Bad luck for you,’ scoffed Emma. ‘Now come along down, and put that bow back where you found it.’

‘But it’s mine,’ shouted Andy, wide-eyed. ‘Madam gave it me, didn’t you know?’

Emma shrugged, and withdrew from her precarious window-ledge. It was quite hopeless to instil any sort of order. One of these days someone would be murdered, and it wouldn’t be the fault of herself or Dottie or the boys. Mad would be to blame. As for Andy, you would think that a child who was the only survivor of an air-crash in which both father and mother and an elder sister had been killed – sabotage, a bomb had exploded soon after take-off – would have fought shy of the idea, however distant from reality, of bringing further aircraft and their crew to the ground in flames. Not so. Which only went to show … show what? Emma left the middle boys’ quarters and returned to the kitchen.

‘I told you it’s one of these mornings,’ observed Dottie, dishing up the eggs and bacon on to a long trestle table. ‘The telephone’s not working. I wanted to ring the butcher and the line’s gone dead. I don’t know what Madam will say. Will you take up her orange-juice, dear? I don’t think I can face her at the moment. It’s one thing after the other. Half a mo’, I hear Terry with the post now.’

The inevitable skid of the bicycle, as it was thrown on the ground under the kitchen window. Then the clatter up the back stairs and Terry burst into the room, his cheeks aflame, the same colour as his shirt. His looks were Byronic, clearcut profile, tumbled curls, and, though barely seventeen, he was the heartthrob of all the girls within a ten-mile radius. The trouble was that his drug-taking mother, who couldn’t name his father, had slashed her wrists in a moment of despair and left Terry to be discovered by a neighbour. He had scampered from every Home until Mad rescued him. This was several years ago, of course. He was Mad’s first find, and didn’t let you forget it.

‘You’ve no idea,’ he said breathlessly, turning from Dottie to Emma. ‘I couldn’t get further than the top of the lane. There’s soldiers everywhere. They’ve got a great barricade across the main road. I couldn’t get within twenty yards of them – they waved me back. And all the time those choppers overhead creating a hell of a racket. It’s terrific, just like the real thing. Where’s Joe?’

The sound of sawing from the basement told him that his room-mate was at his usual early morning ploy of filling logbaskets for Madam’s fire. The skies could burst, helicopters land in the garden, Joe would carry on undeterred with his self-imposed task of ministering to Madam’s needs.

‘Barricades, indeed!’ exclaimed Dottie. ‘Whatever next? Did you see the post-van, Terry?’

Terry stared at her and snorted. ‘Are you crazy?’ he said. ‘Do you think a post-van could get past that lot? A bunch of them are up the telegraph poles, too, doing something to the wires.’

He clattered downstairs once more in search of Joe, slamming the kitchen door.

‘That explains why I couldn’t get the butcher,’ said Dottie. ‘Madam is going to raise Cain when she hears of this. Here, take the orange-juice.’ She gave the neatly laid tray into Emma’s waiting hands. ‘It beats me why she hasn’t rung before now. Did you remind Andy to clean his teeth?’

Emma did not answer. Andy’s teeth were of secondary importance compared with the strange happenings without, all of which must surely have a direct and disastrous effect upon Mad’s early morning mood. She went upstairs slowly, disliking her mission, for untoward events, unless expressly designed to suit the purpose of the doyenne, could have unfortunate consequences for the household. She paused at the head of the stairs. The notice ‘Don’t Disturb’, which hung from the handle of the door, had been turned around to reveal its reverse. This was the quote from Dante’s Inferno,‘All hope abandon, ye who enter here’, which one of Mad’s leading men, in days long past, had stuck up outside her dressing-room as a warning to intruders.

Emma coughed, knocked, and went into her grandmother’s bedroom.
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Mad wasn’t in bed. She was sitting up in her chair by the open window that overlooked the bay, fieldglasses to her eyes. She was fully dressed, if such a term could be used to describe her outfit, which was a combination of Robin Hood and the uniform worn by the late lamented Mao Tse-tung. It was certainly practical for early November on the Cornish coast, if the person wearing it was about to engage in an archery competition or clean a locomotive. Mad was destined to do neither, so far as her granddaughter was aware, but then you never could be sure what the day would bring.

‘Dottie’s apologies,’ Emma began. ‘It’s one of those mornings. I hope you haven’t been awake for hours. Those infuriating ’planes, and now Terry reports there are road-blocks at the top of the hill on the main road and soldiers everywhere. It must be a hell of an exercise. The post can’t get through, the telephone’s gone dead, and even the radio won’t work. Here’s your orange-juice, darling.’

She put the tray down by the writing-table beneath the window. Mad did not answer. She was too intent upon the view through the field-glasses. Staring at the ships at anchor, before they entered port, was one of her favourite occupations. She liked to think she knew the nationality of every waiting vessel by its shape and design, quite apart from its flag, but today the test was harder. There were no merchant ships waiting to load clay. A warship was at anchor, too distant to decipher anything about it from its ensign, which was out of sight, or from its shape or superstructure. It was evident to Emma, even without the aid of field-glasses, that the helicopters which were passing to and fro hailed from the parent ship in the bay.

‘I still don’t see,’ she continued, ‘why a naval exercise should have to disturb everyone ashore, interfere with radio, cut the telephone and stop post-vans delivering the mail.’

Mad lowered the field-glasses and reached for her orangejuice. Emma wondered why, instead of the usual exclamation of annoyance or impatience which the morning’s surprising events should have evoked, her grandmother seemed thoughtful, even grim. The clear-cut profile that in her youth, and indeed throughout her theatrical career, had stamped itself on postcards all over the world appeared suddenly aquiline and harsh. The cropped white hair, curling at the nape of the neck, gave her the appearance not of a famous beauty and actress who, when she celebrated her eightieth birthday in two weeks’ time, would finger nosegays and Interflora tributes with a graceful bow, but of an aged warrior, possibly a Roman legionary, who after long idleness and years of peace lifted up his head and scented battle.

‘This isn’t a naval exercise,’ she said, ‘nor even a combined forces exercise. If it was, we’d have heard about it. Jimmy Jollif would have rung me up days ago.’ Admiral Jollif was the C.-in-C. at Devonport, and because he was the son of an old friend of hers, long dead, he and Mad were on Christmas card terms. He had even been to lunch. Emma thought it doubtful that the Admiral would have telephoned her grandmother to warn her of forthcoming postal and telephone delays, but you never knew.

‘Perhaps, darling,’ Emma ventured, ‘the exercise has to be realistic to make an impact. Otherwise it would be a waste of time. It’s a good thing they picked on half-term, and the boys didn’t have to catch the bus to school – they’d never have made it.’

Mad turned and looked at her grand-daughter. Her sudden smile was confident, the blue eyes bright. ‘Tell Dottie to serve them double rations of eggs and bacon for breakfast. It may be their last square meal for the day.’

‘Oh, honestly, Mad …’

‘I’m not joking. And keep them indoors. Not just the little ones, this goes for Joe and Terry too. Andy is not to climb the chimney, but he can help Sam clean up their room, as long as he doesn’t frighten the squirrel.’

‘There’s a pigeon as well this morning,’ murmured Emma, feeling like an informer.

‘Oh, really?’ Mad looked thoughtful again.‘That’s interesting. It might be a carrier. Had it a note under its wing?’

‘The wing was broken. Anyway, trailing.’

‘H’m. Could be a sign …’

The trouble was, you never could tell whether Mad was acting or not. Her life nowadays was so frequently an elaborate game of make-believe, but whether to encourage the latent powers of imagination in the boys, or to amuse herself now the pulse of the blood was tame, Emma never could decide. Pa said it was neither, but from force of habit, like cleaning her teeth, his mother was obliged to give two performances daily to audiences long dead. Which was rather cruel, when you came to think of it, but then Pa, being a banker, had little time for sentiment.

‘Look,’ said Mad suddenly, pointing to the ploughed field beyond the garden wall. ‘There are some men coming up from the beach, they must have landing craft of some sort, I’ve forgotten what they’re called these days – they used to be dukus or dugs, or something. Run down at once and give my strict orders that no one, repeat no one, is to leave the house. I’ll be down myself in a moment to supervise, as soon as I see where all these men are going. And whatever you do, don’t let Folly out.’

Folly was the Dalmatian bitch, now fourteen years old, blind in one eye and partially deaf, who lived on a chair in the corner of the library and seldom stirred, except to crouch, twice a day, on a plot of grass that had become dried and barren from her attention.

Emma flung one last look over her shoulder, and stopped in astonishment. Her grandmother was right. There were men, soldiers, wearing that idiotic camouflage they all wore no matter what army they represented, coming up across the field, spread fan-wise, rifles at the ready, tin hats on their heads.

‘I know,’ said Emma, and she laughed, because it suddenly seemed so obvious, ‘it’s a film, they’re making a film, they’re here on location. And those men at the top of the road mucking about with the telegraph wires weren’t soldiers at all but the camera crew. Oh no, they mustn’t frighten the dog … !’

Spry, the farm collie, a wizard with his master’s sheep but terrified of all explosive sounds, from thunderstorms to aircraft flying low, must have escaped from his safe lair at the farmstead over the hill, and was now running as if for his life across the field in front of the advancing soldiers. One of the men paused and took aim, but did not shoot. Then, as another helicopter roared low over the roof, Spry, in panic, turned at bay towards the advancing soldier, barking fiercely as was his wont with strangers upon his territory, and this time the soldier fired.

‘God rot his guts!’ cried Mad.

Spry was no longer the guardian of his master’s flock but something bleeding and torn, not even a dog. Mad put down her field-glasses, rose from her chair and walked across the room.

‘Did you say a film?’ she flung at Emma, and preceded her downstairs.

It isn’t true, thought Emma, bewildered. It can’t be true. Soldiers don’t shoot animals, they have them as mascots, they love them, and then before Mad had reached the bottom of the stairs Emma heard her call sharply, ‘Sam, come here!’ There was the sound of the front door being thrown open, and from the top of the stairs Emma saw the small flying figure of Sam running across the lawn to the gate, out on to the driveway and the orchard and so to the field beyond. Sam had seen what had happened. Sam had gone to the rescue of his friend the collie-dog Spry. Hysteria, panic, qualities hitherto unknown, seized upon Emma. If the men shot animals, they would shoot children too.

‘Sam!’ she screamed, tumbling down the stairs. ‘Sam …’

Then she felt Mad’s hand in hers. Restraining, hard and cold. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said, ‘they’ll turn him back. The man who shot Spry won’t repeat his mistake. He’ll be in trouble anyway from his platoon commander, or whoever is in charge of this fantastic outfit.’

The tears were coursing down Emma’s cheeks. The sudden horror of seeing the dog destroyed, the dog they all knew, who came courting poor old Folly when she was on heat, and Sam running headlong into murderous fire, this did not belong to the world she knew, this was nightmare.

‘How can you be so calm?’ she sobbed. ‘How can you?’

She looked out across the orchard field. Sam had reached the gap in the hedge, and was about to climb through the gap when one of the men, approaching from the opposite side, came swiftly forward and spoke to him. He put his hand on Sam’s shoulder. Sam turned and pointed towards the house. The man appeared to hesitate a moment, then shouting some order to the soldiers behind he climbed through the gap in the hedge, with Sam beside him, and both of them walked slowly across the orchard towards the house. The rest continued to advance up the ploughed field, some making for the woods, others for the paddock that led to the lane and the main road beyond. Raised voices, arguments, children’s high-pitched questions arose from the kitchen. An agitated Dottie appeared in the hall, closely followed by Terry.

‘What’s going on, Madam?’ she flustered. ‘We heard a shot and Sam said something about a dog. It’s not Folly, is it? Sam went tearing through to the front and I couldn’t stop him.’

‘I’ll get him,’ interrupted Terry. ‘Those chaps are everywhere, just look at them crossing the paddock. Of all the bloody cheek! You leave it to me, Madam, I’ll sort them out, I’ll …’

‘You’ll do nothing of the sort,’ said Mad. ‘You’ll do as I tell you. Get back to the kitchen and stay there. You too, Dottie. Send Joe to me. Sam is going to need someone to comfort him. There’s been an accident. None of the other boys are to come through to the front without my permission.’

Terry turned on his heel, muttering under his breath. Dottie hesitated a moment, murmured, ‘Yes, Madam’, and retreated. Mad’s lips were pursed in a soundless whistle, a danger signal to all who knew her. The soldier, Sam at his side, had crossed the orchard. Soon they would reach the gate separating the front lawn from the drive. Emma felt someone touch her shoulder. It was Joe. He said nothing, but his eyes questioned her. Joe, now nineteen, was the eldest of Mad’s adopted brood, and the most dependable. His open, honest face would have been handsome but for the irregular features and long upper lip and the scar beside his right eye. He was neither an orphan nor illegitimate. An only child, his fault had been that he had never learnt to read or write – a disability that was still little understood when he had started to go to school – and his parents, both schoolteachers, had been unable to cope with the situation and had emigrated to Australia, leaving Joe in the care of a grandparent who had since died. ‘If it were not for Joe,’ Mad sometimes said, ‘I would give up. He is the only person, except for myself, who can be relied upon.’ Mad never wasted a flow of words on Joe; he understood, and followed, all instructions.

‘They’ve shot Spry,’ she said. ‘Sam won’t understand, and will be distressed. I want you to take him upstairs at once to his room away from the others and stay with him there. Help with the pigeon that has the trailing wing. I’ll deal with the man.’

She seized a stick from the stack of walking-sticks in the hall, and for one terrible moment Emma wondered if her grandmother was going to attack the soldier, who by now had opened the gate and was walking up the garden path.

‘Do be careful,’ she said involuntarily.

‘Don’t worry,’ replied Mad. ‘If they don’t shoot boys they won’t shoot old women … yet.’

She descended the steps to the garden, Joe at her side. Emma, curiosity overcoming panic, stared at the man. Apart from his fighting gear and his gun he looked quite ordinary. Strained, perhaps, a bit on edge. Sam wasn’t crying. He seemed in a state of shock. Joe walked down the path, picked him up in his arms and went back to the house without a word. The soldier came to a halt. He even stood to attention and saluted. It must be basic training, thought Emma, because he couldn’t have expected someone as old as Mad to come down the steps, looking like Mao Tse-tung.

‘Sorry about your pet, ma’am,’ he said. ‘An error of judgement on the part of one of my men.’

Surprising. The accent was American. Then it was some sort of combined operation. Emma glanced at her grandmother, who showed no emotion.

‘It’s not my pet,’ she said. ‘It belongs to Mr Trembath, the farmer, and is, or was, a very valuable dog.’

‘The farmer will be compensated, ma’am,’ replied the soldier. ‘All reports of damage will be dealt with speedily and effectively. Meanwhile, I would advise you to keep indoors, and remain indoors until you have notification to the contrary. Thank you, ma’am.’

He saluted once again, but his courtesy was wasted on Mad. She advanced a further step down the garden path so that the soldier, to save his dignity, was obliged to retreat.

‘Would you mind telling me what this is all about?’ she asked, her voice ringing loud and clear as though she was addressing the back row of a theatre gallery.

‘Sorry, ma’am, I can only inform you that there is a state of emergency throughout the country. Keep tuned in to your local radio or television station. They should be on the air within the hour. Thank you, ma’am.’

He clicked his heels, then turned and walked down the path, shutting the gate behind him, and walked smartly up the drive towards the main road. His companions-at-arms had all disappeared in the same direction.

‘What does he mean, a state of emergency?’ asked Emma.

‘Just that,’ said Mad dryly. ‘Go and make me a cup of coffee, and tell Dottie to carry on with breakfast. It’s exactly 9.35. If that man knew what he was talking about, there may be some announcement at ten o’clock. Switch the radio on in the kitchen, just before the hour. I’ll do the same with the television. If there’s anything doing I’ll give you and the boys a shout. This is something we’ve all got to share, children and adults alike.’

Emma was without appetite, even for cereal. She could not forget the sight of the frightened dog turning at bay, then becoming instantly – nothing. The line upon line of men advancing up the hill. Sam’s state of shock …

Breakfast was proceeding in the kitchen, but the atmosphere was tense. Terry, sullen because of Mad’s brush-off, wore his moody expression, his handsome face dark with resentment. Andy, banished without explanation from the room he shared with Sam, was plainly upset. Dottie, seated at the head of the table, wore her set look. Emma leant over to the kitchen radio and switched it on. They were playing ‘Land of Hope and Glory’.

‘Mad thinks there will be some announcement at ten o’clock,’ she said. ‘The soldier who brought Sam back told her to keep tuned in. He said there was a state of emergency throughout the country, and everyone has got to stay indoors.’

Now I am being calm, she thought, now I’m the one in charge. It’s like being deputy for Mad, but not in the ordinary way of every day. This is crisis.

‘State of emergency?’ questioned Dottie, her mouth agape. ‘Does it mean we’re at war?’

‘I don’t know. The soldier didn’t say. He was American, by the way.’

‘A Yank?’ Terry, roused from his sullen mood, sprang to his feet. ‘Do you mean they were all Yanks there on the main road by the barricade? Well, what the hell were they doing? I mean, if the Russians land what’s the bloody use of a road-block? It wouldn’t stop me, let alone a lot of Russkies.’

‘It would stop you if the Yank on the other side of the barricade had a gun.’

Andy’s interruption was to the point, and for a moment Terry looked discomfited.

‘Well, but why should a bloody Yank raise a gun at me?’ he queried. ‘I wouldn’t be doing anything.’

‘You might be running away,’ said Andy, ‘like Spry.’

There was sudden silence. Everyone, in his or her separate way, was reminded of the morning’s unhappy incident. Even Colin looked thoughtful. When Joe had whispered to him, on his way upstairs with Sam, that there had been an accident, and the farm dog had been hurt, he hadn’t connected it with the roar of ’planes and Terry’s excited chatter about soldiers.

‘Emmie,’ he said slowly, ‘do you mean that some American soldier carrying a gun has been and shot at Spry?’

Andy answered for her. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘and what’s more, shot him dead.’

‘It was an accident,’ said Emma hastily, ‘the soldier came to apologise.’

‘The question is, if we’re none of us supposed to go out and the telephone’s not working, how about letting Mr Trembath know?’ asked Terry. ‘He’ll be terribly upset, so will they all, especially Myrtle.’ Myrtle was fifteen, and Terry’s girl of the moment. ‘Tell you what, I can slip down across the field, it won’t take five minutes.’

‘No,’ said Emma, ‘no …’ Terry stared at her defiantly, then stuck his hands in his jeans pockets and kicked at the leg of the kitchen table. But before he could start arguing the music on the radio ceased and a voice said, ‘In a few moments, after the time signal at ten o’clock, there will be an important announcement.’

‘This is it,’ said Emma, snatching up the tray with the coffee. ‘You can all come through to the library, Mad said so, it will be on the telly. Shout for Joe and Sam, Andy.’

She hurried out of the kitchen, closely followed by Dottie and the boys. Her grandmother was seated in her armchair in her sanctum, long-distance glasses on the top of her head, ready to descend instantly upon her nose. The television set was turned on. It showed a picture hitherto unseen, of two national flags side by side, joined together at the base. They were the Union Jack and the Stars and Stripes. Colin settled himself on the stool at Mad’s feet, with Ben between his knees.

‘What’s it going to be, a Western?’ he asked.

‘Sh!’ said Emma.

Joe came in, holding Sam by the hand, and they went and sat beside Terry and Andy on the window-seat. Dottie, with a glance at Mad, drew up a hard chair. Emma perched on the arm of the sofa. The two flags faded, giving place to the face of the announcer, who looked nervous and harassed, unlike his customary debonair self.

‘Good morning to all viewers in the south-west,’ he said. ‘This is your local station at Plymouth. There has been no transmission this morning owing to circumstances beyond our control. The reason for this will be explained to you by Rear-Admiral Sir James Jollif, acting Commander-in-Chief, Western Approaches, who is in the studio now. Admiral Jollif.’

The cameras switched to the bald-headed Admiral who sent Mad Christmas cards and had once been to lunch. He appeared more forbidding in his uniform, with decorations, than he had done two summers ago, in shorts and a floppy T-shirt, playing badminton on the side-lawn with the boys.

‘It’s Madam’s old buffer friend,’ cried Colin delightedly, and Ben, between his knees, began to clap. This time it was Dottie who said ‘Sh!’ Mad’s face was inscrutable, but she placed her glasses firmly on her nose.

‘Good day to you all,’ said Admiral Jollif. His tone was grave, but not unduly so, and at least it must mean, thought Dottie, that Buckingham Palace had not been bombed and the dear Queen was safe. ‘It is my duty to inform you,’ he continued, ‘that since midnight the country has been placed in a state of emergency. Measures have been taken throughout the United Kingdom to ensure the safety of all members of the community, and to maintain power supplies and essential services. There will be no postal services, however, and after midnight trains will not be running for at least twenty-four hours, possibly longer. Telephone switchboards will be manned only for emergency calls. Except for those engaged upon essential work, everyone is instructed to stay at home until further notice, or to return there immediately if they have already left for work, or for any other purpose.

‘I am not, I am afraid, empowered to tell you any more at this moment. I do, however, want to impress upon you all that there is no cause for alarm. I repeat that, no cause for alarm. The aircraft you have seen and heard passing overhead this morning are friendly to us. The American Sixth Fleet is in the English Channel. The troops you may have observed in the towns and ports belong to the combined armed forces of the United States, and are here in the United Kingdom with our full knowledge and co-operation. Keep calm, keep tuned in to the radio and television, and may God bless you all.’

His face faded. The two flags reappeared. And instead of ‘Land of Hope and Glory’ the music started up with ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’. Mad rose to her feet, removed her glasses and switched off the set.

‘Is that all?’ asked Colin, disappointed.

‘For the present, yes,’ said Mad, ‘and quite enough too.’

Everyone stood up. Somehow it was an anti-climax, for the younger members of the household anyway, as it was after the Queen’s speech on Christmas Day. What do any of us do now, Emma wondered. Sam came forward from the window-seat and knelt beside the ancient Folly, who from the only comfortable chair in the room, apart from Mad’s, was endeavouring to scratch a lump of canker out of her left ear.

‘It’s all right, Fol-Fol,’ he said, ‘nobody’s going to shoot you. If any soldier as much as tries Andy will get him first.’

‘Quite right,’ said Mad, and her lips began to frame her soundless whistle. Oh no, thought Emma, don’t say she’s going to start that line with the boys, because if she does we’ll all be in trouble, God knows what will happen. She raised her eyebrows at Dottie, who began to marshal the little boys out of the room.

‘Can I go to the farm and tell them about Spry?’ asked Terry.

Mad threw him a look. A look Emma mistrusted. It spelt duplicity between her grandmother and the earliest of Mad’s adopted brood.

‘Not yet,’ she said. ‘Wait till I give the word.’

Emma wondered how long it would be before the telephone would work again, before the world returned to normal, or approximately normal, because the first thing to do then would be to ring up Pa in London and ask what was happening. He would know, he was in touch with so many high-up people, not just bankers but Cabinet Ministers, the Lot, and then he could be firm with Mad and warn her not to do anything outrageous. Because the frightful thing was that where her grandmother was concerned you never knew.

The infant Jesus, his hand firmly clasping that of his small black brother, paused an instant before he left the room.

‘What I want to know is this,’ he said. ‘Are the American soldiers baddies or goodies?’ His question was directed at Mad.

She did not answer immediately. She began to whistle under her breath. Then she threw Colin a smile. Not the familiar picture postcard smile that her fans remembered, but the slow, craftier one of the Roman legionary.

‘That, my boy,’ she told him, ‘is what I intend to find out.’
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The day wore on, but it followed no sort of routine pattern. Chores were done half-heartedly or unwillingly, everyone was on edge. Mad had gone back upstairs to her bedroom window, but she was in an uncommunicative mood and just sat there, humped, the field-glasses on her knee. The warship was still at anchor.

‘What do you suppose is happening?’ asked Emma at length.

‘Darling, if I knew, I’d say,’ replied her grandmother. ‘Don’t ask silly questions. Get something to do.’
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