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Chapter 1


I exist in the eye of the storm, the calm in the centre of a perpetual hurricane of cars and lorries heading for the M6, the north and Scotland, or south to Penzance and Land’s End. I sometimes wonder if they don’t go on the motorway at all, that I hear the same vehicles circling endlessly, a kind of multiple Flying Dutchman, doomed to travel for ever. I don’t regret for one minute that I am no longer one of them.


I call my caravan Dunromin, in the solid tradition of all those semi-detached streets that form the vertebrae of the country, because that’s exactly what I’ve done. Stopped roaming. I’ve anchored myself in the middle of one of the few patches of land where no one goes, among well-established birches, ashes, sycamores, surrounded myself with nettles and claimed sanctuary. I have considered putting up a flag – not exactly the first man to arrive, just the first man to show any interest in staying – but I can’t decide on an appropriate symbol. I’m not an explorer, more a squatter. Keeping a low profile until I can claim permanent residence.


 


‘Hello?’ A young woman’s voice. ‘Mr Quinn?’


Feet crashing through the waist-high stiffened grass. It’s one of those jewel-like mornings when the sun has just crawled up to the horizon and revealed a thick frost. The air is still and freshly washed, every sound sharp with innocence. A layer of crystalline whiteness encases every blade of grass, and the bare branches of the hawthorn rise stark and spiky into the watery distance of the sky.


How does she know my name? Is it someone from Primrose Valley service station? I don’t recognise her voice.


I’m not afraid of strangers. If they want to rob me, they’re going to be disappointed. No drugs, no alcohol, no money. And if they shorten my life, it’s all right by me. The prospect of living to ninety doesn’t excite me – I have no desire to experience stopped-up ears, eyes dimming into darkness. It would drive me inwards, and I’m not sure I want to go there any more. Even the dribbling blankness of the Alzheimer’s that corroded my mother’s mind would be preferable. Better to die prematurely. Under the wheels of a car, crushed by a fallen tree, at the hands of strangers. Not fading, fading until you’re a shadow who has to depend on others, with nothing left but thoughts and memories you’d prefer to forget.


I’m about to put a match to the pile of wood I’ve just arranged into an artful wigwam under the metal grille when she calls again: ‘Mr Quinn?’


A sharp, unwelcome memory: voices calling, always female; a summons; an expectation of obedience.


 


‘Quinn!’


One of my sisters, Zuleika, shouting across the beach through the rapidly cooling air of early evening.


I ignored her and maintained my concentration on the rock pool. A crab was scuttling across the sandy bottom, pushing past the fronds of seaweed that shivered like green ghosts in the almost motionless water. I trailed my net through the water, producing little circular ripples. Tiny fish darted out from their hiding places, just below the surface of the water, so fast that I couldn’t move in time to catch them.


‘Quinn, where are you?’


‘We’re leaving!’


My two other sisters, Fleur and Hetty, their voices shrill and harsh outside this silent world of secret life.


I watched the crab. He thought he was safe. He didn’t know about my bucket, nearly filled with crabs of all shapes and sizes. They were crawling over one another, their pincers waving, sending out messages of confusion to each other as they explored their new red plastic home. I edged the net along the side of the rocks, very gently, very slowly, holding my breath—


‘Quinn! Do hurry up.’


My mother’s voice, strong and authoritative, carrying easily across the nearly empty beach.


Breathing out, I raised the net from the water and let the crab escape. Strands of seaweed, tiny pebbles, diamond drops of seawater were trapped in the holes. I whipped it through the air to shake off the water and emptied the bucket back into the pool. ‘Off you go,’ I whispered to the crabs. ‘Be more careful next time.’


Then I was racing across the beach, the net and bucket swinging at my side. I could see my mother standing in the distance, watching me, her hand shading her eyes against the setting sun, her straw hat tilted on the back of her head and her skirt clinging to her sea-damp legs.


I ran and ran and ran, the air rushing past my face, my feet singing as they slapped down on the wet sand.


 


‘Mr Quinn!’


After five years on my roundabout, I’m still enjoying the silence and I resent the ease with which I’ve been dragged backwards. I’ve become accustomed to the calm, uncomplicated present where nobody ever calls me.


‘Mr Quinn! Are you there?’


I’m not surprised she can’t find me. The roundabout is so big that traffic-lights have been installed to control the drivers as they come on and off the motorway. The trees were here long before the roads – once part of an extended wood – and the unknown bureaucrat who made the wise decision to preserve as many as possible should be officially congratulated.


She emerges from the trees, a slight, skinny girl with dark hair tucked into a woolly hat. Two red dots stain her pale cheeks. She can’t possibly be more than fourteen years old. She sees me and starts.


‘Oh,’ she says. ‘I didn’t know I was so close.’ She’s not wearing gloves and her hands dither with the cold as she pushes her bag back on her shoulder. A few twigs have got caught in the fur collar of her cream coat. ‘I’m sorry. I got a bit lost.’


‘I hope that’s not real,’ I say.


She looks confused.


‘The collar. I hope nothing died to keep your neck warm.’


She quickly realises what I’m talking about. ‘Oh, no. I’m with you on that one. Anti-vivisection, anti-fur, anti-cruelty to animals. Trust me, I’m safe. This is just fake.’ Her voice, which wavered at first, grows more confident and she grins.


‘But if you didn’t believe in slavery,’ I say, ‘would you ask your husband to dress as a slave?’


She’s not following me. ‘I don’t have a husband—’


‘What I mean is, if you don’t believe in killing animals for fur, why wear something that pretends to be fur? Aren’t you perpetuating the idea that fur is the only suitable material?’ I’m not sure how much of this I actually believe, but I’m enjoying the line of argument.


She considers this. ‘Actually, that’s a good point – I must write it down.’ She slips the bag off her shoulder and takes out a notebook and pen. ‘I’m Lorna Steadman, by the way. And you must be Mr Quinn.’


‘I’m afraid not,’ I say.


She stares at me. ‘Oh, no – have I got the wrong roundabout? They told me Mr Quinn lived on this roundabout.’


I consider the prospect of someone living on every roundabout. Across the country, hundreds and thousands of Quinn Smiths, sheltering in caravans, tents, sheds, all of us rising with the sun, planting our feet on council soil, rejecting the material world and living off fresh air. Perhaps the roundabouts are numbered, marked on official maps, as valid an address as anywhere else.


‘It’s Mr Smith,’ I say. ‘Quinn is my first name.’


She claps a hand to her mouth. ‘I’m so sorry. What a stupid mistake. It must be my fault. I can’t remember what my editor called you. Maybe I wasn’t listening properly . . .’


‘You can call me Quinn anyway,’ I say. I’ve never had a visitor here before. I’m not sure I want one. On the other hand, she seems amiable. ‘Would you like a cup of tea?’


‘Oh,’ she says. ‘Well, yes, please. I set off rather early and didn’t have any breakfast. What time is it now?’


I listen to the sounds around me. ‘About eight o’clock,’ I say.


I want her to ask how I can be so precise, so I can explain that I listen to nature, measure how far the sun has risen, recognise the call of the lark, the curlew, the wood pigeon, and assess the amount of moisture on the bark of the sycamores. But she doesn’t ask. And, anyway, it wouldn’t be true. ‘You can tell from the traffic,’ I say. ‘It’s the rush-hour. Where did you cross?’


‘By the lights. The ones just past the motorway slip road.’


‘Did you come under the bridge?’


‘No, like I said, it was by the slip road.’


‘Northbound, then. On or off?’


She doesn’t seem to know.


‘Look at the signs next time,’ I say, as if she is going to be calling regularly. ‘On is best. There’s a pathway on that side of the roundabout.’


I bend down and light my fire. The tiny dry twigs catch immediately and the flames reach out to caress the larger branches. Once they’re alight, the fire nudges towards the logs that I’ve placed in a grid at the bottom. I take the top off my water butt and fill the kettle. All this time, Lorna Steadman watches me.


‘Doesn’t it give away your position, lighting a fire?’


‘I’m not Guy Fawkes,’ I say. ‘It’s just a small campfire. Who’s going to be interested in a tiny plume of smoke in the distance? Nobody would be able to tell where it came from.’ I fetch my only chair from inside Dunromin and place it near the fire. ‘Here,’ I say. ‘Why don’t you sit down?’


She studies the chair, which has seen plenty of action, long before my five-year ownership. I found it in a skip not long after I first arrived here. It’s battered and scarred, with one leg shorter than the others, a multicoloured work of art, decorated with splashes of paint. ‘Is it safe?’ she asks.


‘Of course it is. You just have to get the right balance. Once the legs have sunk into the grass, there’s no problem.’


‘It’s OK,’ she says. ‘I don’t mind standing. But you can sit down if you like.’


I place the kettle on the grille and fetch the teapot, whistling softly. I like whistling. It’s a comforting sound that transports me to an imaginary childhood where my father taught me how to whistle while we gathered up the leaves in the autumn and took them in a wheelbarrow to a compost heap at the top of the garden.


But my father was an English lecturer. Whistling wasn’t quite his thing, or raking up leaves. And my mother certainly didn’t whistle. Successful career women, upstanding members of the community, mothers of a million children, didn’t whistle, not then or now.


‘What’s the tune?’


My whistle stops, mid-phrase. ‘I have no idea,’ I say. A tune is a tune. It doesn’t need words or a title. ‘Maybe I made it up.’ Maybe I didn’t, maybe I heard it somewhere and it imprinted itself into my brain without asking permission. An invasion by stealth.


‘You don’t hear whistling much nowadays,’ she says. ‘Funny that.’


‘Nobody has time any more,’ I say. ‘It’s a dying art.’


The kettle boils. I remove it from the fire and pour the water into the teapot. I discovered it – Royal Doulton – on the A38, abandoned at the side of the road. As if someone had stopped for a picnic and left the teapot by mistake, or someone else had chucked it out of a car window, shouting, ‘I hate this teapot, let’s buy another.’ Or it was the by-product of an argument: ‘You just treat me like a skivvy! Take that!’ Hurling the teapot at his head and missing so that it flew through the window and landed on the side of the A38, damaged but not destroyed. Down but not out.


‘You’re good, aren’t you?’ says Lorna.


‘Clean as the driven,’ I say. ‘I’m even better once I’ve sat by the fire for a bit longer and thawed out.’


‘I mean, you know how to look after yourself,’ she says. ‘Doesn’t it bother you, living here all alone?’


I pretend to think for a couple of seconds, but there’s no real need. I know the answer. ‘No,’ I say.


To be truthful, on the days when I wake to the sound of heavy rain drumming on the roof and I can hear the drip, drip, drip of water leaking into my strategically placed plastic bowls, old milk cartons and chipped china cups, my bones creak with resistance and I remember that I’m sixty – far too old for extended camping holidays. Or when the frost clutches everything around me, including my nose and eyebrows, in a ghostly crispy glow, I allow myself to consider the merits of carpets and central heating.


But there are compensations. The spiders’ webs. Delicate frames of skilfully woven silk, hanging in the air, adorning the world, invisible under normal circumstances. It’s sobering to think that the spiders are always there, hidden from our eyes, weaving away, running successful businesses. They construct their traps, watch for passing flies, prepare for breakfast, dinner and tea, while we carelessly walk on by. We rupture some of their nets as we blunder along without knowledge, yet we only touch the surface of their engineering prowess. And here, on a frosty morning, all is revealed, the extent of their work, their never-ending industry. When the sun breaks through the wisps of fog, shafts of sunlight blast down on these exquisite constructions and turn the frost to tiny drops of water that shimmer in the early-morning air until they evaporate and the spiders’ warehouses become secret again.


‘Where do you go to the loo?’


I watch her looking around, trying to decide if I go nearby, in which case there’s a risk of her stepping in it or leaning against the wrong trees. ‘Sometimes I dig a hole in the bushes on the far side of the roundabout, but I usually go over there.’


I point towards the sycamores behind me.


‘In the trees?’


‘No, Primrose Valley service station. You take the road off the roundabout that doesn’t lead to the motorway and turn right at the mini roundabout.’


‘Do they let you in?’ she says.


‘How can they stop me? It’s a public facility.’ Facility. Such an American word. How have I allowed myself to be seduced by such jargon? ‘I’m the public, you’re the public, everyone’s the public.’


‘Don’t you want to know why I’m here?’


Not really. When people have reasons, they have missions and ideas and things on their minds. I’m not interested in people’s minds. I left them behind years ago. Why should I care? They always do whatever they want to do anyway, and involve me without my permission. I would prefer to be the observer, the one who just happens to be there when their brains start whirring. ‘I thought you’d let me know when you were ready,’ I say.


‘I’m a reporter,’ she says.


A recent appointment, I suspect. ‘How old are you?’ I say.


A flush of irritation passes across her face. I’m not the first person to say that to her. She should be pleased. I thought all women wanted to look younger. Don’t tell me the one exception to the entire female human race is standing here in front of me.


‘Twenty-one, actually,’ she says. ‘I’ve got a degree in Media Studies. This is my first job.’


‘Local or national?’


She blinks. She doesn’t want to answer that one. Local, then.


‘Do you take milk in your tea?’


‘Well – yes. Do you have any?’


‘I’m a civilised man, Miss Steadman.’ I step back into the caravan and pick up a half-full carton of milk and two mugs. Minnie Mouse on one, Betty Boop on the other. Big fat feet versus giddy heels. They’re cast-offs from the gift shop at the motorway service station, chipped by the careless hands of drivers on their way to the West Country.


‘Do you have a fridge?’


I smile. ‘No electricity, I’m afraid. Nobody needs a fridge in this weather.’


‘So what do you do in the summer?’


I shrug. ‘I manage. I can have tea without milk, drink water, go over to the service station and have a cup of tea there.’


‘But I thought – I heard – you don’t use money.’


I’m amused by her embarrassment. She’s ashamed to have been listening to stories about me and assumes I don’t know that I am a subject of conversation in the area. ‘You’d be amazed how many people don’t finish their cups of tea.’


‘You mean – you drink people’s leftovers?’


‘Why not? It’ll only be thrown away.’


‘But what about germs? You could catch all sorts of things.’


‘Ha! You’ve spotted the flaw in my strategy. You’d better keep your distance. Swine flu is rampaging through my veins as we speak. It was bird flu last week and it’ll probably be glandular fever next.’


She frowns, clearly uncertain what to believe. ‘So where did the milk come from?’


‘A lucky find. Left behind by someone who’d finished the tea in their flask and didn’t want to risk an open milk carton in the car. I found it yesterday. It was sitting on the grass by a bin.’


As she watches me put milk into the mugs, pour the tea, and hand her a mug – Betty Boop, of course – a look of distaste drifts across her face.


I lay a waterproof groundsheet in front of the fire and cover it with a blanket. ‘Don’t worry,’ I say. ‘I’m immune to the ailments of the world. Nothing has poisoned me yet.’


She lowers herself to a sitting position, and bends her knees up in front of her. She examines her tea, as if it’s too hot, or she suspects it’s full of unknown germs. I let my gaze wander through the trees and away from her. If she’d prefer to tip it away when I’m not looking, that’s fine by me. I don’t wish to embarrass her.


‘Are you normally up and around at this time?’ I ask.


‘Of course not. I just thought it would be the best time to find you and there would be less cars on the roads.’


‘Fewer cars,’ I say. ‘Not less.’


She stares at me. ‘Oh,’ she says.


‘I have a literary background,’ I say. ‘Grammar is important to me.’


‘My paper wants me to write an article about you, Mr Smith,’ she says. ‘We’ve heard that you used to be a pilot.’


‘Quinn,’ I say. ‘I like to be called Quinn.’


She nods and waits. I wait too. ‘So, what do you think?’ she says.


‘About my name?’


‘No, about an article. People like to read about unusual people and you might get some donations. Can I write the article?’


I consider the prospect. What do I have to gain? Nothing. What does she gain? A reputation for well-written articles maybe, providing she’s literate, a pat on the back from her editor, a chance to move on to a national paper? She’s a pretty girl, pleasant; she hasn’t come here with preconceptions or a desire to change me. ‘No,’ I say. ‘I’d prefer it if you didn’t.’


‘But I need to prove I can do something good. You’d make a brilliant story.’


‘I’m not a story,’ I say. ‘I’m a real person.’


‘I know that. I never thought otherwise.’ She considers for a while, then jumps up. ‘Can I look inside your caravan?’


She’s going to write her story anyway – it’s obvious. Better to be pleasant, co-operate without giving anything away. ‘If you want.’ She won’t find anything in there. Just my unmade bed, which can be turned into a sofa during the day, some library books, that kind of thing. I haven’t kept records. I am the man who lives on a roundabout. There’s nothing else to say. It’s only a local paper. Nobody from round here knows my true identity. I hardly know it myself any more.


 


When our mother died, we discovered that she’d kept every document that had ever passed through her hands. Letters to and from friends we hadn’t known existed; photographs of her parents, her childhood; sketches of us as children; draft copies of stories and novels; receipts that dated back from before the war. They filled every drawer, overflowed into boxes and on to the floor, covered every surface. This was the first time we had found the courage to enter her private world – it had been the subject of a prohibition order when we were younger – and even after she had moved to a nursing-home, none of us had wanted to venture into it. The sheer quantity of material and the lack of order were dismaying.


‘We should hire a skip,’ said Hetty. She was the least vocal of the triplets, the least present. ‘Get rid of the lot.’


‘We can’t do that,’ I said. ‘It’s her history – and ours. We have to preserve it.’


‘What’s the point?’


‘Someone will pay a fortune for all of this. It’ll have to be catalogued.’


Zuleika snorted. ‘Typical Quinn. Everything organised down to the last detail.’


I ignored her. I knew that I would have to do most of the work, because I was still living at The Cedars, but it would be irresponsible to destroy everything. I had a vague idea that I should write the definitive biography, since I was the one who had known her best.


‘Oh, look,’ said Zuleika, picking up a black-and-white photograph from a pile on the cluttered mantelpiece. ‘She was so pretty.’


‘She was always attractive,’ said Fleur. ‘Even in old age.’


It was a picture of our mother when she was in her late teens or early twenties, perhaps, with a young man on either side of her. She was immediately recognisable: those wide eyes that always seemed to be gazing at something just over your shoulder; the strong angle of her jaw. She was wearing a Fair Isle jumper with a round, intricately designed yoke, and her windswept curly hair was pinned to one side with a clip. What had happened to all those curls? As far back as I could remember, she’d had straight hair, tidied at the base of her neck. She stood between the two young men, linking arms with both of them while they leaned in towards her. They were dressed in white flannel trousers and sleeveless jumpers over shirts with rolled-up sleeves, as if they’d been playing cricket or tennis. They were all smiling with a casual, carefree joy.


‘It looks as if she had the two of them on the go at the same time,’ said Zuleika.


‘They’re a bit young for boyfriends,’ said Fleur.


‘Who do you think they were?’ I asked.


‘They could have been anyone.’


But I didn’t think they were just anyone. I thought there was an easy familiarity between them, as if they had known each other for years. I put the photo on top of the desk, wanting to look at it again when I was on my own, when I had more time.


 


Lorna goes inside my caravan and I quietly sip my tea. It trickles down into my stomach, warm and soothing, an easy concession to the comforts of civilisation.


She comes out grinning, with a small framed picture in her hand. ‘I knew I’d heard that name before.’


I grow still, holding the mug of tea in my hand, watching her. I had forgotten the picture. I’ve grown accustomed to not seeing it, walking past as if it didn’t exist.


‘You can’t just take a name from a book and pretend it’s yours. Why didn’t you tell me your real name? You can trust me, you know.’


I smile gently and settle back into myself. ‘If I told you, you’d probably print it and everyone will know I’m an escaped convict.’


She laughs, not believing me. ‘I had a picture like this in my bedroom when I was little,’ she says. ‘Not exactly the same, but another print from The Triplets and Quinn. I’ve still got all the books.’


Actually, it isn’t a print. It’s the original, salvaged when everyone else was too busy being hysterical. But I’m not going to tell her. ‘Every child in the country has one,’ I say. I’m exaggerating, of course, but I want to dilute its significance.


‘Is it important to you?’ she asks.


I shrug. ‘No. I found it in a bin and liked it. Make sure you hang it back up again before you go.’


In the painting, the three girls, the triplets, are lined up in their usual way, all the same but not the same. Zuleika, Fleur and Hetty, with different hairstyles so that we could distinguish between them. Hetty has her hair in pigtails hanging down behind her shoulders; Zuleika has two bunches, set high on her head, tied with ribbons; Fleur’s hair is loose and cut into a fluffy bob. Their dresses, tied tightly at the back of the waist with a wide sash, billow out above their knees. Blue, pink, yellow. Their toes point inwards with an artful innocence. Their expressions are identical – angelic, sweet – as they lean forward to confront the little boy before them. He’s standing with his hands on his hips, his shoelaces undone and trailing on the ground, his hair wild. There’s a caption underneath: ‘No,’ says Quinn. ‘I’m not going to steal the cakes for you.’ It’s delicately drawn, washed with watercolour, a nostalgic image of childhood. There’s a signature in the bottom right corner: Larissa Smith.










Chapter 2


Service stations are not beautiful places, however hard they pretend to be, with their pale wood and potted plants. Even set against the clarity of a wintry blue sky and lit by a low afternoon sun, the concrete buildings huddle together like an apologetic cluster of bricks dumped at the edge of a building site. The cars that line themselves up in neat rows are there only to draw a breath, never intending to take longer than a brief pause on their way to somewhere else. Drivers and passengers hurry through the cold bleakness of the car park towards civilisation. ‘Did you see that blue Honda? The one that cut me up? I’ve a good mind to report him’; ‘We’re making good time. Should be there by six’; ‘I will not be bullied into breaking the speed limit just because an Audi TT is breathing down my neck.’ A stretching of legs, a visit to the lavatories, a bite to eat and they’re gone again.


But Primrose Valley is a good place to be on a bitter, raw day when my joints ache and my back has stiffened after a morning treading the local pavements searching for other people’s rejects. I’ve known the place for five years now and its familiarity lifts my spirits.


 


Excerpt from The Triplets and the Kidnapping of Baby Quinn 1952, p. 32 (new edition, printed 2008 with original illustrations).


 


Eight days after the birth of Quinn, the Professor hired a boat for the day. Zuleika, Fleur and Hetty were on the landing window-seat in their sunsuits and sandals, staring out at the front garden. Downstairs by the front door, the bags were lined up, packed with a scrumptious picnic: jam sandwiches, fish-paste sandwiches, sausage rolls, Smith’s crisps, shortbread, iced cakes, home-made lemon squash and lots of lovely red juicy apples from one of the trees in the garden.


‘Everything’s ready,’ said Zuleika. ‘Why aren’t we leaving?’


‘Mumski’s ill,’ said Fleur, with a sigh.


‘But she wasn’t going to come anyway,’ said Zuleika.


‘No, but she probably wants the Professor to stay here and help with Quinn,’ said Hetty.


‘Look!’ said Fleur. ‘There’s a man hiding in the bushes.’


As they watched, the postman cycled through the gate and up the drive, whistling cheerfully. Suddenly, the man in the bushes dashed out in front of him. The postman skidded to a halt, making a ridge through the gravel, and the two of them stood there for a while, talking urgently. Then the postman handed a package to the other man, jumped back on his bike and continued towards the house. The other man disappeared into the bushes again.


‘Something’s going on,’ said Zuleika slowly.


‘Quick!’ said Fleur. ‘We must follow the intruder.’


They ran down the stairs, but came to a halt halfway down when they met their father, the Professor, coming up. His big round glasses were sliding down his nose, looking as if they might topple off completely, and his hair was flopping untidily over his high, domed forehead.


‘Father,’ said Hetty. ‘There’s a man in the garden—’


‘Well, well, well,’ he said. ‘I’m afraid we’re going to have to postpone the boat trip. Mumski’s not well.’


 


That is how it all starts in my mother’s first novel. A sinister plot hatched in our garden that leads to a kidnapping. A file of cuttings from local newspapers found later among my mother’s papers confirmed that the book was based on real events. The kidnapping did take place.


 


BABY QUINN SNATCHED FROM HIS CRADLE!


ATROCITY IN BROAD DAYLIGHT!


 


I spent much of my childhood trying to find out more details, but everyone maintained an unsatisfactory vagueness. ‘You came back,’ said my mother, as if we were discussing a missing dog. ‘That’s all that matters.’


‘You’ve been reading too much,’ said my father, the Professor, laughing into his volume of Paradise Lost. ‘You should never believe anything you read in a book.’


‘It never happened,’ said Zuleika.


‘Of course it did,’ said Fleur. ‘I remember it.’


‘No, you don’t,’ said Hetty. ‘You remember the books.’


In the novel, the kidnapper is caught and the ransom recovered with the help of the sleuthing triplets, but in real life, apparently, the mystery was never solved, even though I was returned. My sisters remember the police vans and motorcycles rather than the episode with the postman, but they were only young at the time and unlikely to have known exactly what was going on.


In The Kidnapping of Baby Quinn, I was taken from my pram one Saturday morning while my mother sat in the drawing room with her watercolours, my father was correcting student essays at his desk, my sisters were learning to skip in the back garden, singing ‘Blue Bells, Cockle Shells, eecy, icy over,’ very loudly, and Miss Faraday, the lady who helped with the housework, was ironing dozens of little girls’ dresses while she listened to Children’s Favourites. They were all meant to be keeping an eye on the pram, but each thought the others were watching instead.


Someone (was it the stranger who had been lurking in the bushes three months earlier?) walked up the drive, snatched me out of my pram and left the premises without being seen.


According to the newspapers, however, I was taken from my pram (not precisely the cradle of the newspaper headlines) outside the butcher’s shop in the village, while my mother was buying pork chops. This scenario did not have the same sense of mystery as my mother’s version (the pork chops were the problem) and I could see why she’d changed it. There was a public outcry and a nationwide search, but the police could find no clues to identify the kidnapper. Everyone was baffled.


Ten days later, I was deposited on the front doorstep of the nearby church in a shopping basket lined with soft sheets, well fed, with a clean nappy and wrapped up in a pristine shawl. There was a note round my neck, saying, ‘sorry.’


 


BABY QUINN FOUND SAFE AND SOUND!


 


Did my parents pay a ransom? Or was I just borrowed by a woman desperate to have a child, who needed some contact with a baby before handing him back? I went through a stage of wondering what it would have been like if she’d kept me. I had a picture in my head of a sweet young woman with a heart-shaped face and pretty curls (not unlike my first-year-infants teacher, Miss Andress) tucking me up in bed and singing to me.


 


Why am I thinking about the kidnapping now? Just because one memory creeps through unexpectedly, why should everything else follow? I push it all away and head for the restaurant.


I’m pleased to see that the good-natured Laverne is serving lunches today. She’s willing to turn a blind eye when I move from table to table, watching for the people who aren’t hungry, children who pick at their food, travellers with a long way to go, who sip their tea and rush off, eager to continue their journey. I catch her eye from the opposite side of the room, but she shakes her head slightly, by which I assume she means that Amanda, the new manager, is around. She holds a hand up in the air, the fingers splayed. Five minutes. I nod and leave the restaurant.


I don’t mind. It’s too early for the anonymity of the midday rush and I prefer to collect discarded lunches and half-empty cups if I’m surrounded by people. I like a reasonable choice – hot food rather than salad, fresh orange juice rather than Coca-Cola.


Outside, I wander back and forth for a while, watching the activity around the rubbish bins. After a while, a skinny woman in a tight-fitting black suit gets out of her Audi, pauses to stretch her legs, and walks over to one of the bins, her three-inch heels clicking. She drops in a Marks & Spencer carrier bag with the handles tied at the top. I know immediately that this will be a good one. I wait for her to turn away and head for the Ladies, then walk casually past the bin and remove the bag. It’s easy to recognise the reluctant eaters, the ones who discard more than they consume, who are so certain of never-ending supplies that they’ll throw away anything that doesn’t please them.


I’ve made a correct judgement. One complete sandwich – poached salmon and watercress – still in its packaging, and half a brownie. Excellent. I’ll keep them till later. I wander, apparently aimlessly, round to the back of Marks & Spencer, where there’s a large dumpster, piled with black bags. I look round carefully to see if I’m being watched, and once it feels safe, grab a bag and pull it down. Opening it, I discover cheeses, yoghurts, butter, all past their sell-by dates. I check inside another bag and find an interesting selection of bread and croissants, slightly squashed but still in sealed packets. I select one or two of the best and stuff them into my carrier bag.


I’m doing them a favour now that Health and Safety says they can’t send any of it to charities. Dates don’t worry me.


I’m just replacing the black bin bags on the dumpster, when Cathy, a tiny woman who stocks shelves in Marks & Spencer, comes through the back door of the shop, carrying a pile of empty boxes. Her straight, straw-coloured hair has been cut short like a child’s, pinned back with a hairclip, and her skin is so pale that it looks as if it has never been exposed to sunshine or fresh air. She wears thick-lensed glasses but still peers blindly at anything more than six inches away from her eyes. I’m not sure how she ever got the job. There’s no way she would have impressed anyone with her powers of observation and she doesn’t appear to have any sharp intellectual abilities to make up for it.


It’s obvious that she believes she’s unobserved. She tears the paper off a chocolate muffin and takes a very large bite out of it. When she sees me, her eyes widen with shock and she starts to chew, struggling with the contents of her overfull mouth, her cheeks pink with embarrassment.


‘Hello, Quinn,’ she says, after swallowing the cake rapidly. She comes over and stands too close to me so that I can smell her deodorant and see her breasts, their excessive whiteness exposed by a low-necked T-shirt, rising and falling with her asthmatic breathing. She almost certainly does this deliberately, so I obligingly study them for a second. But there’s nothing to see – a Wonderbra without the wonder.


‘I just came round the back for a bit of peace and quiet,’ I say, watching the door to see if anyone else is about to come out.


‘It’s all right,’ she says. ‘I won’t tell.’


I look at the rest of the muffin in her hand. She clearly feels guilty about it, but I don’t know if that’s because she has taken it off a shelf – and she might be allowed to do that anyway, for all I know – or because no woman likes to be seen stuffing herself. That’s one of the few things I learned from my ex-wife.


She leans towards me and I can smell the chocolate on her breath. ‘I’ve got a date tonight,’ she says. Her voice is thin and squeaky, like the Monty Python fake housewives, men pretending to be northern women, having frantic, high-pitched conversations.


‘Wonderful,’ I say.


‘It’s a new boy. He clears tables for KFC.’


She’s in her thirties, far too old for a boy, but maybe she doesn’t know what other description to use. Or she hasn’t yet acknowledged she’s grown up.


‘He’s called Karim.’


Oh dear. There’s going to be trouble. ‘Great,’ I say. ‘Well – I must be off.’


‘Don’t tell anyone you saw me out here,’ she says. ‘I go to WeightWatchers, you know. I’m not allowed cake – it’s too many points.’


‘My lips are sealed,’ I say. I pick up my carrier bag, worried that I’ve overfilled it, and edge away.


‘He’s got the blackest, longest eyelashes I’ve ever seen,’ she says, her voice quivering with excitement.


Should I warn her not to be disappointed if it doesn’t work out? But it seems malicious to challenge her short moment of happiness, those few hours of anticipation before it all goes wrong. At least she can dream a little before the date takes place.


‘Handsome as well as useful,’ I say. ‘What more can you ask for?’ I leave her standing there and head back towards the more acceptable, public face of the service station.


I’m grateful that my roundabout is so close to Primrose Valley. It means I don’t need to hang around behind Tesco at dead of night with the Freegans. I tried it once, but they were too radical for me, too determined to prove a point. My survival is more personal and more dependent on my own initiative. I eat leftovers, make myself useful in a quiet way.


 


‘Must we have this dreadful concoction?’ asked my mother, staring at the mixture of potatoes, carrots, peas, cabbage and parsnips mashed together over a small portion of minced pork in an optimistic attempt to emulate shepherd’s pie. ‘Surely we could manage something better for the main meal of the day.’


‘It’s Monday,’ said Miss Faraday. ‘On Monday, we eat the leftovers. You won’t catch me wasting money by throwing good food away.’


‘It’s not your money to worry about,’ said my mother.


‘Actually,’ said my father, ‘I rather like it.’


‘Can I leave the cabbage?’ said Hetty, picking out anaemic pieces of shredded stalk and depositing them in a little pile on the edge of her plate.


‘No,’ said my mother. ‘I will not have you complaining about Miss Faraday’s cooking.’


‘But you said—’ started Zuleika.


‘Be quiet,’ said my mother.


Miss Faraday left the room, her mouth set in a hard, thin-lipped line.


Kate, foster child number six, was steadily filling her fork, lifting it to her mouth, pretending to eat the contents, then tipping them back into the serving dish when no one except me was looking.


 


I go to the lavatories for a wash. I don’t shave here any more after the episode with the badly supervised comprehensive-school boys from Manchester on their way to a performance of Macbeth at Stratford. I thought at first they’d broken my jaw, but I could move it a bit by the next day, so I decided – correctly as it turned out – that it would heal itself in time if I didn’t move my mouth much. I felt sorry for the boys’ English teacher, a young man, stronger on enthusiasm than discipline. Those boys were not going to be transformed by a performance of Macbeth. It seemed more likely that the theatre would be transformed by them.


I return to the cafeteria with my carrier bag. Now I look legitimate, a genuine shopper, someone who can afford to buy a meal. I sit down at an empty table, placing my bag in front of me, and attempt to look occupied. Laverne is busy piling chips on plates, spooning out bowls of carrot soup, slicing quiche. She’s a big woman in her thirties with two children, a boy and a girl, both under ten. There’s a husband called Errol somewhere in the background, whom she regularly mentions in her conversations with customers and other members of staff, but I get the impression he isn’t around much. Occasionally she brings the children with her, and they run races in the corridor outside the gift shop until a security guard comes and threatens to have them forcibly removed. They hover open-mouthed at the entrance to the arcade, asking passers-by for spare coins, or lock themselves in the toilets and climb out over the doors so that, one by one, all the cubicles appear occupied.


Laverne is wide, soft and comfortable, a rewarder rather than a punisher, with an endless supply of good nature. She was born to support, to help, to feed. Her portions are always more generous than anyone else’s. If Amanda passes by and tells her to reduce the amounts, she nods, does as she is told, then sneaks a bit more on the plate as soon as she thinks she’s no longer being observed. They get regulars in the restaurant, lorry drivers or salesmen on their long-distance routes who have learned how to time their arrival so that they can get Laverne’s large portions. She knows them all.


‘Tony,’ she’ll say, with delight. ‘Where’ve you been for the last two weeks?’; ‘You’ve had a haircut, Sven! Making yourself handsome for me?’; ‘Carlos! I thought you’d abandoned me. You haven’t been this way for months’; ‘What you got in that lorry of yours today then, Tristan?’


Young, sleek, gabby reps; middle-aged salesmen who talk to everyone as if they’d known them for years; bald, fat truck drivers with arthritic hips; younger cheery blokes with their right arms tanned after hanging them out of the windows on sunny days (or left arms if they come from abroad), their walk stiff and uneven. They all brighten up, grin, mumble dubious jokes, offer to kiss Laverne, shake their heads in disappointment at her refusal; in short, they behave like teenage boys confronted by their first attractive female teacher.


I’m fine here, as long as Amanda doesn’t come back. She usually takes her break at about twelve thirty and goes to her office with a panini. I’ve seen her through the window, reading a newspaper, jotting notes on a pad at her desk. She likes working, I’ve decided, making new plans, organising things.


She’s only been here for three months and she’s stricter, more aware of waste than her predecessor. I’ve heard the staff complaining. Apparently, she blasted in on her first Monday morning and announced that there were going to be changes. ‘Things are too lax round here,’ she said. ‘I have no time for slackers or half-heartedness. We’re here to make more money, bigger profits. You work or you’re out.’


At first they all rushed around trying to please her, but once they discovered there were no incentives, no bonuses, they gradually settled back into their old routines, just pretending to be busy when she was watching them.


I can’t help thinking that Amanda won’t last.


A family is sitting at the next table to mine. The father’s reading a local newspaper, holding it up in front of his face so that he doesn’t have to look at the rest of them. The mother is staring moodily out of the window at the truck park while the two older children argue and the youngest tucks into a huge plate of chips and sausage. She must be about three, but she has coated everything with tomato sauce, including her face and clothes, and she’s holding the sausage and chips with her fingers, chewing contentedly, while her legs swing under the table. The other two children seem to think they’ve been given the wrong meal – the chips aren’t thick enough, the sausages have gristle in them – and they maintain a steady stream of complaints. The parents take no notice. Neither of them has a plate in front of them, as if eating is beneath their dignity, but they don’t look like people who seldom eat. Maybe they’re ashamed of their appetites and only indulge them when they’re at home, or safely hidden in their hotel rooms.


Sausage and chips for me today, then.


I keep my ears open, waiting for them to move on, while I watch Tina, a young girl with mousy hair scraped into a ragged ponytail, doing the drinks. She won’t look anyone in the eye. She carries on with her job, pouring the tea, filling the hot-water machines, never smiling.


I like this restaurant, and the fact that my family would never have considered coming to a place like this adds to my pleasure. I like the round tables that wobble, the little milk containers with plastic tops that you have to peel off, the plastic spoons.


The mother on the next table leans over and wipes the tomato sauce off her daughter’s face. ‘That’s better,’ she says. ‘You were looking like a clown.’


‘No, I wasn’t,’ said the child, her face screwing up, preparing to cry.


‘I expect it was a disguise, wasn’t it?’ says the father, looking up from the paper. ‘But we knew it was really you.’


The child pauses, thinks about it, and picks up another chip.


‘Hi, Quinn.’


It’s Abby, the girl who cleans the tables. She’s wearing the standard brown checked overall, but it can’t disguise her prettiness. She has a round halo of black curls, and a small, delicate face, which is always alert and interested.


I smile at her as she wipes the table, even though there is nothing on it yet. She knows why I’m here, but she never comments. She sighs. ‘I’m doing overtime. Jimmy’s just lost his job. It was such a great opportunity – he really loved it, training to be a butcher at Asda. But first in, first out. You know how it is. Hard times.’


I’ve seen Jimmy, who she recently married. An overgrown boy, with floppy shoulder-length hair and watchful eyes, on the look-out for someone to impress, ready for the next easy option. He sometimes comes to pick her up after her shift. She chatters away, happy to find someone to talk to before she moves on to the next table. ‘He doesn’t like me talking to the customers, you know. He gets jealous far too easily, but I don’t take any notice. Nobody gives me orders. I’m my own boss, me.’


But she’s not. She could do anything with those looks and yet she allows Jimmy to influence everything she does.


The family is just leaving the table next to me and the father has thrown his newspaper down among the half-empty plates. Abby stands watching them as they leave, poised with her cloth.


‘Let’s go and get some sweets for the journey,’ says the mother, as she drags a wet cloth over the struggling three-year-old’s face.


‘I want lollipops,’ says the older boy.


‘No, Coca-Cola chews,’ says the other.


‘I’m not having you eat that rubbish,’ says the father. ‘It’s got to be chocolate.’


Once they’ve left, Abby runs the cloth over the table, but leaves the unfinished plates of food. ‘There you go,’ she says. ‘And they’ve even left you a newspaper.’ She hands it to me. ‘I’d better get on. Don’t forget to keep an eye open for Amanda. She’s due back any time now.’


I put my head down and start eating. Avoiding Amanda has become part of everyday life for me. She’s tall, with blonde hair immaculately cut into a wedge that accentuates her long nose, precise lips (coated with lipstick, too perfect to be true), green eyes – she narrows them a lot, apparently looking past your innocence to the manipulating mind beyond, and likes to press her lips together in an expression of contempt. When she first discovered my existence, I could tell that she knew exactly what I was doing there. But I understood her too. She knew that I was not a lorry driver, a salesman or a passing traveller. She could just see it in the same way that I could see she had never ventured out from her long-term position in the centre of the freezer. To her, I’m a sponger, a layabout, a vagabond. To me, she’s the Snow Queen, the witch from a land of everlasting frost, a woman with a shard of ice lodged in her heart.










Chapter 3


When people came to interview my mother, once she had become internationally famous, she would greet them with a vague nod to indicate that they were expected and usher them into the icy hall. She always wore a calf-length skirt and a soft blouse in calm, muted colours underneath a knitted sleeveless waistcoat from one of the expensive London shops she visited regularly. Her hair was tied neatly at the back of her neck, and she wore sensible flat shoes. She believed in classic style, not fashion. Tall and stately, she would lead the journalists and the photographers into the drawing room, gliding through the doors with an intimidating air of graciousness. Our home, The Cedars, was an Arts and Crafts house, bought by my parents when they first married, paid for with the money they’d inherited from their parents, both sets of whom had died by then. It was exactly the right setting for a famous writer.


Photographers loved our drawing room. Sun poured through the long windows that lined the south side, and dozens of photographs and portraits were composed with my mother sitting at her desk in the corner, the contours of her long, well-structured face accentuated by the natural light. Her wide mouth would be parted in a half-smile that implied she understood everyone and everything. There was a no-nonsense look about her that spoke volumes. I am Larissa Smith, everyone’s mother, she seemed to be saying. I understand. I will put things right after some misunderstandings, a brief, benign adventure, and then it will be crumpets and toast in front of the fire, with hot chocolate before bedtime, when I will tuck you up in your cosy feather bed and read stories to you before you drop off to sleep.


After each interview, we were trotted out for extra photographs: the triplets in their dresses with skirts that puffed out like upside-down fairy cakes (they were far too old for the style by that time, and the dresses were always brought out with a chorus of protests from them, accompanied by threats from Miss Faraday); me in short trousers and long socks. Sometimes the photographers asked me to pull my socks down, to make my hair a little less tidy so that I would look more like the Quinn in the books. We would be arranged around my mother in a happy family group. I loved those sessions – they offered me the rare opportunity to sit on my mother’s lap.


 


Although The Triplets and Quinn books were so obviously based on her real family, none of them mentioned the foster children. Those extra children who passed through our lives, slept in our bedrooms, inhabited our private spaces, sat at our kitchen table and ate our food.


The first one appeared when I was four and my sisters were nine, out of the blue with no prior explanation, like most things that happened in our family. We were summoned from the playroom by Miss Faraday, who was not supposed to be a nanny but who seemed to have been delegated the role nevertheless, against her will. ‘I’m a cleaner and a cook, not a nursemaid,’ she would grumble, whenever she was asked to look after us.


‘I know that, Miss Faraday,’ said Mumski. ‘But you’re so good with the children, and it’s only this once.’


‘It’s always “only this once”,’ said Miss Faraday.


My sisters had been dressing me up as a girl at the time.


‘I don’t want to be a girl,’ I said.


‘Just you wait and see,’ said Zuleika. ‘You’ll love it.’ She’d rescued a pair of Mumski’s torn stockings from a wastepaper bin and pulled the top of each one over my head, so that the ends dangled down like plaits. Hetty was tying ribbons on the ends, making them into neat little bows. They were her favourite ribbons, pale blue with pink satin roses threaded through them. ‘You’d better not lose them,’ she said to me.


‘I don’t want—’


Fleur had found some of their old clothes in a drawer in a spare room and she was instructing me to take off my trousers so she could slip on a skirt.


‘No,’ I said, wriggling out of her grasp.


‘Come here!’ she said, holding my elbows very tightly.


‘Ow!’


She leaned over and whispered into my ear, ‘If you don’t do as you’re told, I’ll be speaking to Mumski again. She’d be very interested to know who pinched the slice of plum tart that was left in the larder after Sunday lunch.’


‘It wasn’t me, it was you!’


‘Prove it.’


I couldn’t win. Everything I ever said was overruled by the triplets. There were three of them and only one of me.


I was just pulling up the little grey knitted skirt that had once been Fleur’s when Miss Faraday arrived. ‘Your parents—’ She stopped and stared at me. ‘Well I never—’ She burst into laughter and stood there for some time, rocking backwards and forwards with uncontrollable giggles.


She didn’t often laugh. She wore full woollen skirts that hung unevenly round her knees, and thick jumpers that harboured dropped stitches in secret places under the arms. They would gradually unravel until the holes became too big, at which point she unwound the whole jumper and re-knitted it. All her clothes were bright and bold, as if she felt a need to counteract my mother’s grey calmness. But for some reason, the colours didn’t deliver the joy that she must have been searching for. She was nearly always cross.


‘She’s laughing at me,’ I said to the triplets. ‘That’s your fault.’ I reached up to pull the stockings off my head, but Zuleika stopped me.


‘No,’ she said. ‘You have to show Mumski and the Professor.’


I started to cry. Experience had taught me that people tended to give in if I produced tears and kept them flowing. But not this time. ‘That’s quite enough of that,’ said Miss Faraday. ‘Your parents are asking for you, so you’ll just do as you’re told and stop that caterwauling.’


I cried more loudly, but she shocked me by slapping my arm, hard. I took a breath, confused by the pain, and opened my mouth again, ready to scream.


‘Go on,’ she said, with her hand hovering over my arm. ‘I’m willing if you are.’


I shut my mouth.


She nodded with satisfaction. ‘Good boy. Now do as you’re told and come with me.’


We followed her out of the playroom. The girls were whispering to each other, but I couldn’t hear what they were saying. Fleur took me by one hand and Zuleika by the other.


Our parents were waiting for us in the drawing room. It was a room of hiding places, full of nooks and crannies, chimney breasts, alcoves, bay windows, small recesses. Nothing was flat or straightforward. The walls were crowded with pictures – my mother was a prolific watercolourist – mainly of me and the triplets, but also landscapes and interiors: four figures in wellington boots seen from a distance, sheltering under a windswept tree; cosy, book-lined rooms with comfy sofas and roaring log fires. My mother’s books were well known by then, but they would become more famous in time.


Mumski was sitting at her desk with the chair turned towards us, her face as serene as ever, almost as if she knew she would eventually be photographed millions of times and was working on the ideal pose. By her side stood a boy, bigger than the triplets, in short trousers, with a red and navy patterned sleeved pullover over his open-necked shirt. A rim of black edged the collar and cuffs of his shirt. He stared at us as we came in, his eyes blue and direct, but when he lowered his gaze to me, his expression became suddenly bewildered.


A boy! I thought. Perhaps he’ll play with me. But he must have been looking at me and thinking, A boy dressed up as a girl! What kind of place have I come to?


The Professor was standing with his back to a window, so it was difficult to see the expression on his face. For a long time, I couldn’t work out why everyone had called him the Professor before the books came out, because he had come first, but Zuleika eventually explained where the name came from. ‘It was a nickname that Mumski used when she first met him. She had three suitors – the Professor, the Lawyer and the Sportsman. The Professor won.’


He looked exactly like the Professor that everyone knows from the books. Tall and droopy, with the longer strands of his wispy hair combed from one side over the top of his head to hide the emerging bald patch. He had a high, domed forehead, which my mother always insisted he needed to contain all those brains, and large round glasses propped up inadequately by his slender nose. He wore a corduroy jacket with bulging pockets. My mother emptied the pockets every night, but he accumulated things during the day – pens, pencils, small notebooks, Meloids for when his lectures gave him a sore throat, enormous scrunched-up handkerchiefs, Rennie’s indigestion tablets, squashed toffees. He was never certain which pocket contained which thing. When we came in, he was searching for a handkerchief, which he eventually pulled out to wipe away the drip on the end of his nose.


We all had cold noses during the winter months. Although the sun poured into the drawing room, the rest of the house spent most of the day in shadow and never really warmed up. My parents were not interested in heating. They thought it was expensive and unnecessary. We had an ancient boiler that made violent choking noises every now and again, and the radiators were temperamental, offering only a meagre background heat.


‘Munchkins,’ my mother greeted us as we came in. ‘Come and—’ She stopped and stared at me. ‘Quinn, whatever are you wearing?’


A shout of laughter came from my father as he bent over and examined me. ‘Well, well, well. Three holes in the ground.’


‘What have you got on your head?’ asked my mother.


‘It’s plaits,’ I said, suddenly delighted that I’d shocked them.


‘Clever,’ said my father, nodding. ‘Who thought of that?’


‘I did,’ said all three girls together.


The Professor looked at Mumski and Mumski looked at the Professor. ‘I see,’ she said. ‘Anyway—’


My father cleared his throat. ‘Your mother and I—’


The girls rolled their eyes. I tried to do the same, but I wasn’t quite sure if I was getting the same effect.


‘We want you to meet Derek,’ said my mother.


There was a grandfather clock in the corner of the room and I could hear it ticking in the silence that followed. In later years, it became a comforting sound, but it never kept very good time. My father was continually coming up with clever schemes to improve its accuracy, lengthening the pendulum, shortening it, winding it up less often, fixing plugs of Plasticine to the end of the weights. Nothing worked. It continued to lose five minutes a day. It was put right once a week, but those five minutes have accumulated in my mind. They represent the draining of my life, a steady trickle of lost time that eventually becomes days and weeks.


The church clock went through the usual tinny flurry of Big Ben chimes and struck three. We waited politely for it to finish before anyone spoke.


‘Well,’ said the Professor. ‘Aren’t you going to say hello to Derek?’


The triplets giggled. ‘Hello,’ they said together, in soft breathy voices.


Derek flushed and looked at the floor. Mumski nudged him. ‘These are the girls,’ she said. ‘That’s Zuleika, that’s Hetty and that’s Fleur.’


Actually, she’d got them the wrong way round, but none of us told her.


I walked over to Derek and held out my hand. ‘How do you do?’ I said. ‘My name is Quinn Frederick Smith.’


He looked down at me but didn’t smile. We shook hands. He wasn’t very good at it. His hand was hot and sweaty. ‘You have to squeeze my hand a bit,’ I said.


‘Oh,’ he said. But he didn’t squeeze. He just let his hand fall to his side.


‘Derek is coming to stay with us,’ said the Professor. ‘He needs a house and family for a while.’


‘What do you mean?’ said Hetty.


‘He’ll be part of the family,’ said Mumski. ‘You have to behave as if he’s your brother.’


‘But I’m their brother,’ I say.


‘Yes,’ said the Professor. ‘And now you all have an extra one.’


‘Why can’t he just be a boy?’ asked Zuleika.


The Professor chuckled. ‘That’s fine,’ he said. ‘But you have to be nice to him.’


I looked back up at Derek. His cheeks were streaked with bright crimson patches. He might be all right, I thought. He was a boy and I was a boy. And he was bigger than the girls. It was about time I had someone on my side.


‘It’s called fostering,’ said Mumski. ‘It means you look after children until their own mummies and daddies can have them back, or until someone can take them permanently.’


‘So,’ said Fleur slowly, ‘you mean they come for tea and then go home.’


‘No, sweetheart, they stay with us.’


‘What exactly do you mean by “stay”?’ said Zuleika.


‘I mean he will sleep here.’


‘Where?’


Mumski waved a vague hand. ‘We have plenty of rooms. I’ve asked Miss Faraday to make up a bed for him in the room next to Quinn’s.’


‘Hurrah!’ I said. ‘He can play marbles with me.’


My mother was beginning to look flustered. She passed a hand over her forehead in a gesture we all recognised and rose to her feet. ‘I have such a headache. You explain it, dear. I have to go and lie down.’ She passed us all and went out of the room, closing the door carefully behind her.


‘OK, children,’ said the Professor. ‘Fire away. Any questions that you consider to be relevant.’


 


Excerpt from The Triplets and the Kidnapping of Baby Quinn 1952, p. 19.


 


On the day when Quinn was born the Professor led the triplets to their mother’s bedroom and opened the door. ‘Meet Quinn Frederick Smith,’ he said.


Their mother was in bed, propped up against piles of fluffy pillows, pale and tired, but with sparkling eyes. She was holding a tiny, tiny creature with strange black hair that stuck up into a pointed peak like the top of a fir tree. His eyes were screwed tightly shut.


‘Darlings,’ said Mumski, ‘say hello to Quinn.’


They stood shyly at the bottom of the bed and stared at the baby.


‘Who is he?’ asked Hetty.


‘Your brother,’ said Mumski.


‘But we don’t have a brother,’ said Zuleika.


‘You do now,’ said the Professor, with a happy look on his face.


Quinn stirred in their mother’s arms. He opened his mouth and produced an enormous yawn.


‘Oh!’ said the girls together.


‘He yawned!’ said Zuleika.


‘He’s so sweet!’ said Hetty.


Mumski smiled the lovely mummy smile that made them all want to go rushing into her arms. ‘Run along now, my little tulips. Quinn and I need some sleep. We’ll talk to you later.’
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