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For Roger Latham,
much missed



Thanks to Flora Rees, editor and friend


The LORD said:

‘Because the daughters of Zion are haughty

and walk with outstretched necks,

glancing wantonly with their eyes,

mincing along as they go,

tinkling with their feet;

the LORD will smite with a scab

the heads of the daughters of Zion,

and the LORD will lay bare their secret parts.’

ISAIAH Ch. 3, v. 16–17


Prologue

Millicent McHarg sat on an iron chair on the patio in the back garden where the Buddha with its green lights resided. She was wearing her winter coat, her grandmother’s furs and her felt hat with an ostrich feather. As she said herself, she only wore that particular feather when she was feeling triumphant. Nonetheless she was in a thoughtful mood. Her height, her elegance, her fine-boned features were apparent even in repose.

The funeral was over and she was planning on how to proceed. She looked up at the house with her apartment attached at the side. The lights were already on and the warmth from inside almost drew her in. Then she turned and looked down at the orchard. For a moment she thought there was movement among the trees, but not being given to fanciful thinking she quickly dismissed the possibility of a ghost. She had other things on her mind. She thought of her granddaughters in the main part of the house and she considered the options.

She would write the synopsis of a new book, she thought. She would call it Divine Justice, or maybe Retribution. No, she thought. I will call it Revenge. I will never have it published, but I will use it. My God, but I will give it to him, and watch him read it, and then he’ll know. I will people it with real characters, and she ran through the list in her mind:


Millicent McHarg grandmother and author, known as Grammer to the children

Maria McHarg her daughter-in-law, known as Mum

Prunella McHarg eldest granddaughter aged seventeen at the start of the story, known as Plumpet

Daphne McHarg middle granddaughter aged fourteen and known as Daffers

Maya McHarg youngest granddaughter, adopted, aged between four and five, known as the Dumpling




I’ll let them tell the story, Millicent decided. And I’ll include Theresa Carmody. She can tell her story too.

It was very cold on the patio and the plan was forming nicely. The door from her apartment into the garden opened, and Waldorf appeared on the step.

‘Millie,’ he called, ‘are you really sitting out there in this weather? Is that really you?’

‘The one and only,’ she said, which observation pretty much summed her up.

‘I thought I saw a ghost,’ he commented lightly, ‘down among the trees.’

‘I think not,’ said Millicent McHarg. ‘I doubt that a ghost would dare to hover here.’

‘Too right,’ Waldorf replied. A tall thin humorous man, slightly older than Millicent, he talked with a plum in his mouth and was given to wearing a buttonhole, swinging an umbrella and talking in riddles.

‘I’m going in to the girls,’ he told her.

‘I’ll follow in a moment,’ she replied. ‘I’m just putting the finishing touches to a new book.’

‘I should think you’ve done enough for one day,’ he said dryly.

We’ll see about that, she thought.

The door closed behind Waldorf and she lifted her head. For a moment she thought she could hear the laughter of her granddaughters coming from the house. She sighed, knowing that she had not heard them laugh like that all Christmas, and that it would be a long time before she could hope to hear them laugh like that again.


Chapter One



The story of Prunella McHarg

I am one of three. I am the eldest. And I am the one in whom so much hope was invested. That’s what happens with eldest children. Middle children fluctuate between fury at not being the eldest, and despair at not being the youngest. The baby in the family does its own thing. They tell me not to think this way. That this is a misconception. They tell me that we are all the same and yet that we are all different. They tell me that the same aspirations were there for each of us, that we were brought up the same, and that the same love was given to each of us. And although I know that these are facts in other people’s eyes, and that on some level this is the truth, I am no longer sure of most things. I only know that I am one of three.

I am one of three.

And I am Plumpet.

What defines me? Grammer, my grandmother, says that we are defined by moments in our lives which change us and which make us what we are. There are moments like when the Dumpling arrived. There is Daffers’s arrival too, but I only really remember being brought in to see her in the hospital and she looked at me and screamed. I don’t really remember a time when she was not there. Oh, I remember life before her, but I don’t remember her not being part of it.

Until last Christmas there was really nothing momentous in my life. We live in comfort in Dublin in a large house, and Grammer lives in the adjoining apartment, which was built on before I was born. Grammer says we have choices in life all along the way. But sometimes we don’t have choice – things happen to us and our lives are changed for ever.

They tell me not to think so much, but how do you close down the human mind and think of nothing? Pablo Picasso was born in 1881. I recite these dates to myself all the time. Auguste Rodin was born in 1840. This year is 2003 and I was born eighteen years ago although I was only seventeen last Christmas. Daffers was born in 1987. We don’t know when the Dumpling was born but her papers say 1998. Daffers and the Dumpling are my sisters. We named each other. Not with care but by chance.

Names. They come from our forefathers and foremothers down through the centuries. We carry one name with us until our line ceases. The other name – our first name – is given to us, usually by those who bring us into the world. Sometimes those names are badly chosen. We can change them, discard them, twist them around – but in a sense they define us.

I was christened Prunella. What does it make you think of? It didn’t make me think of anything, until I started school. Apparently it made other children think of prunes.

‘Mum,’ I said to my mother after one of those agonising days at school …

Prunella McHarg isn’t cool.

Prunella, Prunella, you’re a fool!

‘Mum,’ I said. ‘Why did you call me Prunella?’

‘Because you looked just like a Prunella when you were lying in my arms in the hospital,’ Mum replied. She was sitting at the kitchen table with Daffers, my younger sister – real name Daphne, but renamed by me at an early age, as I couldn’t get my three-year-old mouth around the tricky bit in the middle of her name. I think it was the n that posed the problem.

I sat beside them at the table. Mum was making a fruit salad – oranges, apples, plums, pears, one banana, and a tin of strawberries were to hand. The tin of strawberries was there because of my fondness for the sugared syrupy fruit. As Mum chopped up the fruit and put it in a large bowl, Daffers, blonde curly hair bouncing as her head moved from side to side, big blue eyes staring at me, was surreptitiously removing the slices of banana from the salad and popping them into her mouth. She was so busy listening to our conversation that she forgot to swallow, and her cheeks were getting bigger and bigger with the stored fruit.

‘But Mum,’ I said. ‘What does a Prunella look like?’

‘Why,’ said Mum, unabashed and with that logic that adults sometimes have when they are asked to explain something to a child. ‘Why, a Prunella looks just like you.’

I thought of the rhyme my classmates had sung as I came into the hall:

Prunella McHarg is a prune.

Eat her with a teaspoon!

It didn’t scan, but at the age of six, scansion was not high on my list of priorities.

‘Mum,’ I tried again. ‘What’s a prune?’

Mum’s eyes narrowed slightly, but when she looked up at me her face was as kind and friendly as it had been before I asked the question.

‘A prune is a dried plum,’ she said. ‘Quite delicious.’ She picked up a plum off the table, and started to cut it into pieces. ‘Would you like a piece of plum, pet?’ she asked.

Daffers had now discovered that her mouth was overfull, and so she swallowed its contents quickly, gulping to get some air and then she said, ‘Plum pet.’

It is unclear whether she was asking for some plum, which seemed to me to be the most likely thing as she was a determined eater, or whether she thought that Mum had just addressed me as Plumpet.

Either way it stuck. And by nightfall I was known as Plumpet.

‘You can’t call her Plumpet,’ Grammer said at dinner that evening. Grammer was Millicent McHarg, mother-in-law to Mum, bestselling author of romantic fiction of a unique sort, to the nation. She had been described in the papers as such, but as she said, she wrote about the soap operas of other people’s lives. As well as being a writer, she was and is grandmother to Daffers and me. And of course to the Dumpling. But back then the Dumpling was not even born.

‘What’s wrong with it, Grammer?’ I asked, thinking about the name Plumpet.

‘Plumpet,’ said Daffers, large blue eyes rolling from one person to the next, blonde curls bouncing, mouth full of chicken. Under the table, one of her legs was swinging backwards and forwards, possibly trying to kick me.

‘Don’t talk with your mouth full, Daphne,’ said Grammer.

‘Daphne called her Plumpet,’ Mum said. I could see her trying to catch Grammer’s eye – discreetly, but not discreetly enough for me.

‘What’s wrong with it, Grammer?’ I asked again.

‘Why nothing, darling,’ Grammer said, reaching out for a baked potato with the bashed silver serving spoon. ‘I just thought it was a little unusual, that’s all.’

‘She’s a very slender child,’ Mum said vaguely addressing no one in particular except for the string beans in the vegetable dish. ‘And she quite likes it.’

‘Indeed,’ said Grammer. ‘Daphne, sit up straight and pass the butter.’

And so I was re-christened, and Daffers passed the butter.

Of course I didn’t tell them in school that I was now Plumpet. I just thought it inside my head when they sang the Prunella McHarg song. After a few days, I think because I ignored them, they stopped singing the song. In my heart it didn’t hurt any more because I was now Plumpet McHarg.

Grammer says that surnames come from your forefathers, and that our name goes back to long before the Ulster Plantation to the Highlands and the Lowlands of Bonnie Scotland, and that we must never forget that. She says that Daffers and I must never change our name when we get married. She says we must carry our surname with pride.

Daffers asked her if she had changed her name when she got married.

Mum was sewing nametags on to our school skirts when Daffers asked, and she smiled. She said, ‘Grammer is a law unto herself, girls. Never forget that.’

Grammer said, ‘Hrrumph,’ or something like that.

That was all a long time ago. A lot of water has flowed under the bridge since then, or, as Grammer says, a lot has been flushed down the loo. Daffers and I were just little girls back then when I was renamed Plumpet, and fortunately for me I stayed quite thin so that the plump part of my name was not relevant. I stayed taller than Daffers and my final spurt in growth at around the age of fifteen ensured that Daffers would not catch up on me. Needless to say, this was one more thing for her to complain about.

‘If you had only been taller,’ she moaned to Mum.

‘I’m so sorry,’ Mum said. No trace of irony in her voice: she doesn’t do irony. Mum is not small though, she has long legs like mine, and she is quite slim – she just is not quite the same height as I am.

‘Dad was tall, wasn’t he?’ Daffers said, with her face screwed up as she contemplated our absent father.

‘Is tall,’ Grammer replied from her armchair at the window.

‘It’s so long since I’ve seen him,’ said Daffers, ‘that I don’t remember.’

Grammer says that men are a mystery. You give them soil to plant seeds in, but they never grow long enough roots. ‘It doesn’t mean they don’t love you,’ she always adds. ‘There isn’t anyone better than your father.’

Daffers said that of course Grammer would say that, seeing as our father is her son. Daffers did not say that in front of Grammer though.

Mum went on holidays with Dad sometimes. He worked abroad – still does, in fact – and she flew out to meet him. When they went away while we were really young, she brought home the most amazing things. We were all very taken with the four-foot-high Buddha, which subsequently resided in the garden, between the patio and the orchard. An electrician installed green floodlighting, which comes up from the ground making the Buddha look like a place of worship at night. However the most exciting parcel she ever brought home was the Dumpling.

‘Don’t ask,’ Mum said. ‘Just don’t ask,’ as we stood there, openmouthed, gazing at the blanketed child in Dad’s arms. Mum also brought Dad back that time. Mum looked so worried, except when she gazed at the wrapped-up bundle. Then her eyes softened, as she took in the large black eyes of the child, and the smooth, almost translucent golden skin.

‘What’s its name?’ Daffers asked.

‘Her papers say that her name is Maya,’ Mum said cryptically.

‘Wrapped up like that she looks like a dumpling in the soup we had in Switzerland,’ Daffers said, unwittingly giving her a name.

The Dumpling had a prominent upper lip.

‘She won’t need collagen implants,’ Grammer said thoughtfully, as she took the bundle, suddenly named the Dumpling, from Dad.

From the word go, the Dumpling made no noise at all. She seldom cried, but when she did, her tears were silent.

‘She’ll keep us awake at night,’ said Daffers, clearly livid that someone might outdo her noise levels. But the Dumpling didn’t keep us awake. Placid, good-natured, silent Dumpling.

Down came the boxes of baby toys from the attic, and one by one their contents were fed to the Dumpling. Where Daffers and I had placed building blocks on top of each other, the Dumpling placed them in rows. At first it was difficult to see if there was a system or pattern to her way of playing, but then it became clear. The Dumpling placed one block, then two blocks, then three blocks, then four, neatly flat on the floor so that they looked like a side view of a staircase. She had a pink pig, a furry fellow with a curly-wee tail, which Dad had bought her on the way home in an airport along the way. Daffers, who has always gone for the obvious, christened this pig Pink Pig. The Dumpling guided it along the building blocks. I got the impression then, and I still carry the same view now, that the Dumpling views the world in a different way to the rest of us. Grammer says it is as if her perspective is randomly lateral or aerial. The Dumpling had a tape of nursery rhymes; her favourite was ‘This Little Piggy Went to Market’, although she was also very fond of ‘Tom Tom the Piper’s Son’. She played it on the family stereo system and knew how to rewind and fast forward until she found the rhymes she liked the best. Sometimes when she was listening to ‘This Little Piggy’, she took off her socks and shoes and she pointed at her toes. It used to break my heart.

She also listened to her tape on Theresa Carmody’s tape recorder in the house next door.

The Dumpling and Theresa Carmody took to each other like a duck to water, as Theresa was fond of telling everyone. In fact the Dumpling took to most people like a duck to water, except for Daffers. Which was pretty smart of the Dumpling. You know the expression, beware of Greeks bearing gifts? Well, beware of Daffers who most certainly did not bear gifts. At least, not back then. And the Dumpling copped on to this fairly fast. Not about the gift thing, because the Dumpling had no concept of gifts. If she saw something she liked the look of, she simply pointed to it. If it was passed to her she considered it hers. Grammer said we could give her the clock in the drawing room for Christmas, as it would be a great way to get rid of the clock and the Dumpling would be delighted.

Grammer didn’t like the clock in the drawing room. But Mum did, and so it stayed on the mantelpiece. I think it must have belonged to Mum’s mother sometime in the past.

Grammer said, ‘Get attached to nothing. We have to leave it all behind one day.’

The Dumpling would have taken the kitchen sink with her if she could carry it when she was going out in her buggy. She travelled most places in her buggy because Mum said she was frail. Grammer usually made her walk because she said that would strengthen her legs. Except when Grammer was on a mission, and then she popped the Dumpling in her buggy and off they went.

Theresa Carmody’s tape recorder had a little microphone and you could talk into it and be recorded. The Dumpling clipped the microphone on to her sweater or dungarees or whatever, and pretended to talk into it.

Except she made no noise.

The Dumpling was silent.

When Theresa Carmody moved in next door a couple of years before the Dumpling arrived, she bought the house with ‘sausage money’. That’s what she said.

‘What does she mean, Grammer?’ Daffers and I asked as one, after we had been in for a housewarming bash, which went on until two in the morning.

Grammer brought the pair of us home at eleven o’clock because she said it wasn’t New Year’s Eve, and girls of our age needed our beauty sleep. ‘And so do I,’ she added firmly when we objected.

Grammer was a beauty in her day, but Mum says never use the past tense if happening to mention this. Grammer is probably the most beautiful-looking woman of her age, whom I know anyway. She is tall with good bones. Grammer says that good bones last, but that we must drink milk for the calcium in order to develop the bones in question.

‘What does “sausage money” mean?’ we girls asked.

It transpired that Theresa Carmody was related to Wallace the butchers, once prize-winning sausage makers, but who had recently had some scandal attached to them. Grammer said some people have no ethical sense whatsoever and that you could not go around just butchering anything and everything in sight.

‘Discretion and conscience,’ she said firmly. ‘Always use both.’

I did.

But Daffers didn’t. I don’t think Grammer did either.

Theresa Carmody had dozens of people at her housewarming. She wore her hair pinned up with masses of tiny shiny clips, and she wore the prettiest of earrings. She passed around sausages on plates, with little cocktail sticks in them. Very few people ate them, although there was a big rush on the cubes of cheese, the nacho chips, the gherkins and the chocolate-covered strawberries. I liked the black chocolate strawberries best, and Daffers liked the white ones.

In all families, people, especially children, have different heights and different tastes. Grammer said that is what makes the world go round. Daffers said the world spins on its axis and in her opinion we were bloody lucky we hadn’t all been spun off it. She didn’t say that in front of Grammer though.

Daffers likes geography, geology and meteorology. Or she used to anyway. Theresa Carmody liked Grammer. She said that Grammer was her icon. This was because Grammer wrote books and was published, and that was Theresa’s aim. She recorded into her tape recorder and then transcribed it all later on to her laptop. Grammer wrote with a pen straight on to lined paper.

Mum went out to work every morning at eight o’clock. After the Dumpling arrived, Mum took three months off work – accumulated sick leave, she said – and she didn’t go back to work until Grammer said to her that she should maintain her career. It helped that Grammer was based at home, and that the Dumpling was usually delighted to sit on the floor with her blocks and anything else she could line up.

When Daffers was doing her maths homework at the table, the Dumpling sat beside her and watched. Daffers had recently started geometry and was wailing about the meaning of all three angles in a triangle equalling two right angles or one hundred and eighty degrees. The Dumpling got a big plastic triangle out of her box of secrets, which she kept behind the sofa, and took a sheet of paper from Grammer’s writing block. She drew a straight line across the page, and taking the plastic triangle, marked on the line each of the angles of the triangle. At first I couldn’t believe what she was doing. Daffers, needless to say, was ignoring her. I looked over at Grammer who was painting a bookmark for her friend Waldorf for his birthday, and I saw her eyes were widening by the minute. She glanced at me and we exchanged a look of disbelief, before we both looked back at the Dumpling sitting with her triangle, pencil and sheet of paper.

I said, ‘Einstein.’

Grammer said, ‘Euclid.’

‘I don’t understand,’ wailed Daffers at the table, staring at her open textbook.

Grammer got up and went over to the table, and she said, ‘Let me show you.’ She took a triangle from Daffers’s geometry set, and like the Dumpling she marked each of the angles on a line.

‘Oh,’ said Daffers. ‘I see. And does every triangle’s angles fit like that, or is it just this one?’

‘Every triangle,’ Grammer said.

After that we watched the Dumpling with even greater care, if that is possible. Sometimes she went into the kitchen and pointed at a cupboard where the pasta was kept. She liked the bags with the small shapes in them. She laid them out in patterns we didn’t always understand. One day she laid them out on the floor like this:

X

Xx

Xxx

Xxxxx

Xxxxxxx

Xxxxxxxxxxx

Xxxxxxxxxxxxx

Xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

Xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

Xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

Grammar and I stared at them for ages. They were butterfly pasta shapes. We wondered at first if the fact they were butterflies was important.

‘I don’t get the sequence,’ Grammer murmured. ‘One, two, three, five, seven, eleven, thirteen, seventeen, nineteen, twenty-three. Nine is missing.’

‘And so is fifteen,’ I said, frantically trying to see the pattern. ‘And twenty-one.’

Then Daffers moaned at the table, ‘What is a prime number? Someone tell me what a prime number is.’

And Grammer and I looked at each other and then at the prime numbers in pasta lying out on the floor.

‘A prime number,’ Grammer said slowly, ‘is a number that can only be divided by itself or by one.’

The Dumpling cleared her pasta away. She put it in her treasure box.

We are all born with gifts, Grammer says. ‘Sometimes it is unclear what those gifts are – but they are there, hidden in each of us.’

‘I can’t do nothing,’ Daffers said.

‘It’s can’t do anything,’ Grammer corrected her. ‘And yes, you can. It’s just that you haven’t identified yet what it is you do best. But I know.’

Daffers rolled her blue eyes at Grammer, and waited for more to come. More invariably did come.

‘I didn’t start writing until I was plenty-nine,’ said Grammer. ‘I didn’t even know I could write until I gave it a go.’

‘But you said you know what I can do,’ Daffers wailed. Daffers mostly talked in a wail.

‘Yes,’ Grammer said. ‘But if I just tell you, you mightn’t bother to develop it. You have to find it out for yourself. It’s part of you.’

Daffers was good at causing rows, being mean to the Dumpling, and whinging.

Theresa Carmody sang ‘Silence is Golden’ to the Dumpling. In the summer she put a rug on the grass in her garden. She lay on the rug dressed in a pink bikini. Her black hair was wound up on top of her head so that the sun could tan her neck, as well as the rest of her. She unclipped the straps of her bikini bra, and rubbed in suntan lotion – factor four because she has skin that tans easily. Daffers’s skin is very fair, and mine is sort of middle. Grammer said we had to wear sunhats and sunglasses so that we didn’t get wrinkles on our faces.

‘Boring,’ said Daffers.

‘Essential,’ said Grammer.

‘Mum, do I have to?’ whinged Daffers.

‘Grammer is right,’ Mum said. ‘A thing of beauty is a joy for ever,’ she smiled at Daffers. ‘You’ll be glad when you’re older.’

Daffers did her own thing. Grammer’s genes are strong in her, and when she went to the sea for a week with Samson and Delilah (real names Sam and Delia, one known for his brawn, the other for her beauty) and Daffers’s pal Daisy, their only daughter, she lay out in the sun until her pale skin turned red and her eyes puffed up and she ended up in hospital. Burned to a crisp as Grammer described her.

‘You can bring a horse to water,’ as Grammer said.

Theresa Carmody had a sister named Polo. She had shortish straight blonde hair. Daffers said it had been hacked, not cut. It was very uneven all right.

‘Talk about androgynous,’ Grammer said to Mum.

‘What’s a drogynous?’ asked Daffers, echoing my own query.

Grammer opened her mouth to reply, as she believed all questions should be answered, but Mum had a coughing fit and sent Daffers for a glass of water and shook her head frantically at Grammer.

When Mum went to the laundry room to put clothes in the washing machine, and Grammer was crushing lavender for her dressing-table, Grammer said to Daffers and me, ‘All I’m saying, girls, is that femininity is meant for females, and masculinity is meant for males. Decide what you want to be – whether gay or straight, it really doesn’t matter – and then go with it. Never ever have people looking at you and not being sure whether you’re male or female or what it is you’re after.’

Daffers looked at me. I looked at Daffers. Now, homophobic Grammer was not, and neither were we. We had sort of bypassed the sniggering at sexuality stage which seemed rampant among our peers from time to time. Grammer was very open and clear cut about the equality of human beings regardless of their background and their station in life as she called it. But now she seemed to be giving us some kind of advice that was not quite clear.

Later I heard Mum saying to Grammer, ‘They’re bound to bump into that Polo person again. Better to say nothing about androgynes.’

Later I asked Grammer more about this, but she had developed a certain vagueness, which I could not penetrate.

The Polo person did indeed visit her sister, Theresa Carmody. Theresa’s gentle femininity was certainly counterbalanced by the horse-like features and dumpiness of Polo.

‘Why do you think she’s called Polo?’ Daffers asked me as we looked out of my bedroom window into Theresa Carmody’s back garden where Theresa was sitting on a chair in a pretty summer dress, and Polo was dressed in large check shorts and was sitting with her legs apart. Both women were small and slim and Polo would probably have looked all right if she had bothered to do something with herself. She always had a sort of sneer on her face.

‘Something to do with polo-horses?’ I suggested.

‘What are they?’

‘Polo is a sport. A bit like hockey, but on horseback. I suppose that’s why she’s called Polo.’

‘She’s certainly sitting as if she were on a horse,’ Daffers agreed, and tried a few neighs.

‘For God’s sake, Daffers,’ I said. ‘The window is open.’

Polo had been living abroad and had only recently moved back home. She became a regular visitor at her sister’s next door to us. I don’t know where she herself lived in Dublin, but I think it was an apartment somewhere so you couldn’t blame her for constantly visiting Theresa as we all had such nice gardens in our secluded cul de sac, each with patios, lawns, an orchard and raspberry canes.

Theresa told us later that her name was Mintalla – at least, that’s what it sounded like, so the arrival at the name Polo was immediately clear to us McHargs.

By the time we had that conversation the Dumpling had arrived to live with us. I remember that afternoon so well. Across the hedge in Theresa Carmody’s garden, the two sisters sat. And in our garden Mum was shelling peas. I think it must have been the weekend, or else Mum was on holidays, because she never shelled peas on a working day. There was never time. Anyway, there was Mum at the garden table, and the Dumpling was sitting on the lawn. The Dumpling was laying blades of grass out on her thigh in a row. I saw Mum look at her and then look back to the peas. I glanced around at Daffers who was about to leave the bedroom. And when I looked again the Dumpling was gone. I stood at the window wondering where she could have got to.

Maybe Grammer came and called her, I thought, in that minute when I had looked around to see Daffers leave the room.

Then suddenly I saw her sitting on the grass behind Theresa Carmody in the next garden. Theresa was lying flat on a sunbed with her eyes closed, but Polo was sitting looking at the Dumpling. I surmised that she had gone through the hedge, although I wouldn’t have thought that possible. At that moment Mum looked around again and saw that the Dumpling was gone. I could see the puzzlement in her face, as her head swivelled from left to right as she tried to find our missing baby. We thought of her as our baby because she was so little, but she was well past toddler stage by then.

I didn’t like to yell down where she had gone because I would be heard next door, so I scooted downstairs and out to the garden where Mum was now looking among the raspberry canes. We checked the hedge to see how the Dumpling could have got into the other garden so quickly, and indeed we found the way she must have gone. There, down low in the privet there was the equivalent of a tiny pathway leading through from our garden to the drop to the next garden.

‘Theresa,’ Mum called through the hedge. ‘Is the Dumpling in your garden?’ She didn’t like to say I’d seen her, in case it looked like I’d been spying.

‘No,’ called Theresa through the hedge.

Mum and I looked at each other.

‘We think she wormed her way through the hedge,’ Mum called.

‘No sign of her,’ Theresa called back. ‘And we’ve been sitting out here all the time.’

‘Could you just check the house to see if she has gone inside?’ Mum asked.

‘What if they don’t find her?’ I said aghast.

‘I’m coming round the front,’ Mum called through the hedge. ‘Plumpet saw her from the window. She must have gone through the hedge. I’ll be right around.’

The peas were abandoned as Mum and I hared around to Theresa Carmody’s front door. Theresa opened the door with the Dumpling sitting on her hip.

‘She was in the kitchen,’ Theresa said. ‘She must have slipped past Polo and me – neither of us saw her. We were lying in the sun.’

Mum reached out and took the Dumpling back. The Dumpling clung to whoever held her, like a baby koala holding its parent. That was the Dumpling. Sometimes when you were just standing thinking about what you were going to do next, she came and stood in front of you and put her arms around your legs. I always picked her up and hugged her. She buried her face in your neck. She breathed hot little breaths on to your cheek. Her eyes were dark and her hair was spiky straight. Sometimes when she was asleep, I used to go in to look at her. She crumpled up her little hands with her thumbs sticking out, and she slept uneasily. She moved from side to side in her cot, sometimes thrashing out with her fists; her eyelids never seemed to be totally still. It was as if her eyes were active all the time she was asleep.

I just wanted to hug her and hug her.

She collected things – claiming them as her own. Grammer said we had to be very careful in the shops as the Dumpling just acquired items at will. Grammer said that maybe there were no shops where she came from, and perhaps that was why she was missing the basic concept. As she did not like giving things back it was easier to make sure she didn’t get them to start with.

Mum said that the Dumpling had to learn and that we must put our foot down.

Grammer said, ‘Feet down, Maria?’

‘You know what I mean,’ Mum said.

But the Dumpling was so good and sweet that it was very difficult to be firm with her.

‘It’s for her own good,’ Mum said. ‘It’s for her safety. It’s one way of protecting her. I’m always afraid that she’ll wander off …’

I didn’t think the Dumpling would wander off. I mean to say, I knew that she sometimes went into Theresa Carmody’s garden, and I knew that sometimes we couldn’t find her because she seemed to disappear, but I thought the Dumpling was anchored with us. I thought she knew that we had all the love in the world for her, and as Grammer says, ‘Love makes the world go round.’

Grammer also says that diversity and coincidence make the world go round too.


Chapter Two



Daffers’s Tale

Grammer and Waldorf took us to the pantomime at Christmas. Waldorf is Grammer’s companion. He is very tall and Grammer always says he looks like Leslie Phillips except that he is even funnier. She also says that he talks like Leslie Phillips, but as I didn’t know who Leslie Phillips was back then when Waldorf appeared on the scene, I couldn’t judge the comparison. All I knew was that he was very funny. Anyway, I thought Plumpet would say she was too old for the panto, but she didn’t, so I didn’t have to either. They took a box in the Upper Circle. First of all I thought we were so high up that no one would be able to see us, then I was glad that no one could see us, because when Waldorf arrived he was carrying a picnic hamper and a cooler box. I kid you not.

Grammer wasn’t too keen on us girls having champagne – Waldorf called it ‘champers’ – but he said, ‘They have to start living sometime, Millie.’

Millie – that’s what he called Grammer. It says Millicent McHarg on her books, all forty-eight of them and translated into fourteen different languages. Her name looks great in Japanese. Squiggle-squiff and a hieroglyph. Grammer refused point blank to allow the Dumpling to even sniff the champagne. I’d have sulked if I’d been the Dumpling. But the Dumpling being the Dumpling, she just sucked her thumb and looked at Grammer and then at the champagne and said nothing.

When Grammer went to the loo, the Dumpling checked her champagne glass carefully. There was only a drop left in it, and so she tasted that. Waldorf laughed and said, ‘Girls will be girls,’ and the Dumpling beamed up at him and wriggled her little nose. By the time Grammer returned, the Dumpling had settled down and was peering over the edge of the box, and the curtain went up before Grammer could say anything at all. I hate the safety curtain on the stage at the pantomime, which is always there before the show starts. It makes me wonder, Is it to keep the actors safe, or the audience? And safe from what? Or from whom? To keep the actors safe from marauding onlookers? I love the word marauding. If the safety curtain wasn’t there I don’t think anyone in the audience would even think of jumping up on the stage and accosting anyone. Not that I was in a position to do anything like that because we were up so high. The nice thing about a box in the theatre is that you are sort of secluded, while the downside is that the view isn’t great. Grammer said I had the best seat and to stop making a noise.

The Dumpling sat on Plumpet’s knee and waved at the audience and at the actors and actresses on the stage. A large white goose descended from behind the lifted curtains, but because we were so high up we could only see its enormous orange webbed feet for about ten minutes. These feet remained suspended just below the curtain line while the Dumpling pointed in fascination at them. I thought she might actually be about to say something because she kept one finger in their direction and turned her head from Grammer to Waldorf and back again while jabbing the air with one small digit.

Plumpet whispered, ‘It’s a goose, Dumpling. Just wait a minute and you’ll see more of it.’ The reason Plumpet had cottoned on to it being a large white fowl was because the show was called Mother Goose, which rather gave the game away.

Grammer doesn’t whisper, so she said loudly, ‘It’s a goose, Dumpling.’

The Dumpling jabbed the air frantically as the two feet hung at our eye-level.

I had a chocolate and waited to see what would develop. Waldorf filled up the champagne glasses and said cryptically, ‘Has anyone seen my yo-yo?’

Meantime the Dumpling was jigging up and down on Plumpet’s knee frantically pointing at the orange feet.

Plumpet was whispering, ‘It’s all right, Dumpling. More goose in a minute,’ sounding like Mum on Christmas Day.

The Dumpling got down off Plumpet’s knees and tried to climb over the edge of the box. I looked over and down to see who she would have landed on had Plumpet not grabbed her. She would have squashed at least three children down below.

Plumpet was starting to look frazzled, while Waldorf rooted in the picnic hamper and surprisingly pulled out crayons and paper.

The Dumpling grabbed the paper and one orange crayon, sketched the webbed feet but put the body of a man above them. From where I was sitting it looked like a hanged man because his head was definitely suspended from a rope. Meantime the goose started its slow descent to the boards of the stage. An uglier-looking creature I never did see. As it landed on the stage it squatted and dumped a large golden egg on the ground. While the audience were busy gazing at this apparition, members of the cast unhooked the creature from the wires by which it had descended. A trapdoor opened in the throat of the bird, and a face peered out.

Well, if the Dumpling had been surprised at the bird’s descent and by its golden turd, it was nothing to the surprise she got when the neck opened. She dropped to her feet from Plumpet’s restraining grip, and she leaned on the edge of the box, her almond eyes opened wider than you could imagine. She was now so excited that she didn’t know how to react, and the finger which had been pointing at the bird now started to point at herself and then at Waldorf and then at me.

‘There’s a man inside the goose,’ Plumpet explained to her.

The Dumpling’s lips quivered and tears appeared. It was only then I realised that this was not excitement on the Dumpling’s part, but serious agitation and real distress.

‘It’s all right,’ Plumpet whispered. ‘It’s a friendly goose.’

Friendly my foot! No wonder the child was distraught. This was not Mother Goose as I had been told the tale. This was one lethal creature and it was armed with a bow and arrow. I’m sure someone had mixed up the stories. It bore more resemblance to the sheriff out of Robin Hood than it did to Mother Goose.

Plumpet soothed the weeping Dumpling, while Grammer had some more champagne. I took the nicest chocolate out of the box and while Plumpet wasn’t looking, I slipped it to the Dumpling.

Well. I didn’t like seeing her cry.

Anyway, I ate half of it first. It was white chocolate – my favourite. And the chocolate must have done the trick, because the Dumpling settled back on Plumpet’s knee and buried her face in Plumpet’s sweater and held on tight for a while. When she finally let go there was mushed-up white chocolate on Plumpet’s woolly and the Dumpling finally got into the swing of the pantomime, pointing with excitement at various happenings and almost chuckling out loud when the audience yelled, ‘Oh yes he is!’ in response to the goose’s, ‘Oh, no he isn’t!’

I always find that bit boring, so I nabbed another chocolate. I needed a distraction because chocolate always makes me think of being in hospital. And hospital makes me think of pain.

Five days I had to spend in hospital when I got burned at the sea – and everyone seemed to think it was my fault. I just wanted a tan like Theresa Carmody’s. That’s all. You’d think that was too much to ask. None of the family actually said, ‘I told you so,’ but you know that look, disguised as concern.

Mum saying, ‘Darling, how did this happen?’

And it hurt like anything. Even my lips were blistered. Plumpet brought me in a bar of white chocolate. I could smell it and I wanted to taste it, but my lips were so sore that I actually could not even bear the thought of opening my mouth. She said that when I got home she’d buy me white chocolate ice cream. I couldn’t open my eyes because they were so puffed.

One of the nurses asked my mother if I had a sight problem. A sight problem! What did she bloody well think – that I was pretending my eyelids were so burned so that I didn’t have to look? I certainly didn’t want to look at her. She sounded as if she’d been brought up on a cattle farm – and I’m not talking in the farmhouse, if you get my drift.

‘Moo,’ I said to Mum, knowing that she would get my drift. I was referring to the nurse, but Mum, who knew perfectly well what I was getting at, said, ‘Don’t worry, darling. You’ll soon be as pretty as anything again.’

I’d seen myself in the mirror in Samson and Delilah’s mobile home at Brittas Bay, just before I had passed out, and what I saw made me terrified that I was going to look like a blistered tomato for the rest of my life.

I howled, and they came and gave me another injection.

Samson and Delilah were as worried as anything, probably afraid that Mum and Grammer would sue them. Samson was a litigation barrister and he constantly expected the worst.

Daisy came in with them, and peering into my face, she asked, ‘Is Daffers going to die?’ She asked this in a tone of voice that made me wonder if she were actually encouraging me to pop my clogs. (Popping one’s clogs was an expression of Grammer’s and repeatedly used when she was reading the death notices in the papers. ‘Good Lord,’ she’d say. ‘I see so-and-so has popped her clogs.’ It always made me think of someone’s feet suddenly growing too big.)

Later Daisy said they were all afraid that I was going to die, but that she knew I would pull through. She also said that Delilah felt guilty as anything. Delilah kept saying to Mum, ‘Factor 30 – that’s what it said on the bottle – Factor 30.’ And Mum said, ‘I know, Delia. I know. I don’t know how this could have happened.’

Huh. Well, I know how it happened. If Mum had only bought me a decent low factor like everyone else used, I wouldn’t have had to have poured the contents of the Factor 30 into the measuring jug, replaced it with Theresa Carmody’s Factor 4, and then filled her bottle up with the Factor 30. I mean, what was I supposed to do?

Grammer said, ‘No foal, no fee.’

Grammer said she would be writing to the manufacturers of the suntan lotion. So maybe Samson would get some litigation work out of this after all, I thought.

Everything hurt me. Even the sheets on the bed hurt. They put me on a water mattress but it still hurt. The only time it was okay was after the injections that made me sleep. Mum said she was never letting me out of her sight again. The thought of that was awful.

Plumpet brought the Dumpling in to see me, but the Dumpling looked out of the window and sucked her thumb. I could see that through my eyelashes. By that stage I could open my eyes, but I couldn’t be bothered.

They gave me drinks through a straw. I always quite liked straws up until then. However, if you’re thirsty and your lips are burned it’s a very slow way to drink. Grammer always said, ‘Give me a bottle of wine and a straw and I’m happy.’

Waldorf was much the same. He would drink anything. Grammer met Waldorf at a literary lunch. Mum thought he was a very bad influence on Grammer, but I thought it was the other way around. Mum used to say they were a lethal combination but that it was nice to see Grammer so happy.

Grammer was happy anyway – anyone could see that. But it was quite good fun going out with Grammer and Waldorf. There was a sense of the unexpected happening, be it a shopping spree or lunch, or going to the pantomime. Grammer said if you don’t know joy you haven’t lived. But I suppose that joy is different things to different people. She said, ‘Take pleasure and happiness where you can find it. Life is short.’ I was just trying to take pleasure and be happy, and look where it got me. Floating on a water mattress in a hospital, unable to eat white chocolate.

I remember how Grammer swept into the hospital with her most magnificent feather stuck in her felt hat. ‘Maria,’ she said to Mum, ‘home you go and get some sleep. I’ll stay with Daphne. You’ll be no good to man nor beast if you don’t get some shut-eye, not to mention the bags you’ll develop beneath your eyes.’

Grammer had been a beauty in her day, so Mum told us, but Grammer always said that beauty is something you have to work at. She also said that it is in the eye of the beholder, which always struck me as being a contradiction. If someone thought you were beautiful, what was the point in working at your looks because they already thought you were perfect? While if they did not perceive you as being beautiful then you were wasting your time in trying to beautify yourself for them.

‘Goodness shows through,’ was another thing Grammer used to say while she looked at Plumpet, the Dumpling and me. I always felt she was getting at me, but that could have been feelings of guilt on my part.

So Grammer stayed with me in the hospital.

‘It’ll give me plenty of time to work on my new book,’ she said. She always had a book on the go, and as she said, half of the writing of a book is the working of it in your head. Mum often wasn’t there when a mother might be most needed, but Grammer was the perfect grandmother so we didn’t miss out on anything.

Mum didn’t come with us that night to the pantomime. Dad was due home for Christmas. I always pretend that it is top secret and very hush hush, what he does abroad. Actually I don’t have a clue what he does, but occasionally you see him on the television, somewhere where there is a drought, or maybe where there isn’t. I don’t remember.

Anyway Mum didn’t come with us to the theatre because he was due home and she was busy getting things ready. It was supposed to be a surprise – Dad coming home, I mean, but I had guessed what was going on. It was ten thirty by the time we left the theatre, and Waldorf came in the taxi with us, to drop us off home and then to go on to wherever he goes. Grammer says he lives in a hotel, but I think he probably has a place somewhere and just meets Grammer in a hotel.

As we pulled up outside our house there was great activity. Theresa Carmody looked like she was having a party in her place, as there were cars everywhere and her front door was open. People were dancing on the grass in her front garden, even though it was freezing. In our house there were no lights on at all. Then in the next house which had been up for sale for about six months and the SOLD sign had gone up the previous week – well, golly gosh, but every light was on in it, and there was an enormous removal van parked outside. The streetlights only seem to work in summer when they’re not needed, so the road was in darkness bar the lighting in the houses, and the removal men were busy trundling in and out of the house in the darkness carrying what presumably was a family’s possessions.

We poured out of the taxi and Waldorf said he’d come in and see us safely inside, have a glass of bubbly and then get another taxi home later. Theresa Carmody appeared out of her front garden and said we all had to come in and have Christmas drinks with her. ‘Come in, come in,’ she insisted.

‘We should settle the girls down for the night,’ said Grammer.

‘Aw, Grammer,’ I wailed. It’s so unfair. Just because the Dumpling is only a baby, Grammer lumps us all in together.

‘Nonsense,’ said Theresa Carmody. ‘Sure the Dumpling can sit on the sofa and look at the tree.’

Theresa Carmody was sounding more like Grammer by the day. Grammer being the only person I know who can say ‘nonsense’ like that.

Then I saw Plumpet moving in the most extraordinary way. She’s so clean and well-behaved and good. Her hair was neatly tied back like always, and she was holding the Dumpling in her arms, which is quite difficult to do getting out of a taxi. Grammer was busy with Theresa Carmody, and Waldorf was lifting the picnic hamper and the cooler box out of the boot – well, he’d brought them, it was only fair he should carry them into the house. I was standing there looking at the furniture van, listening to Grammer cut a deal with Theresa Carmody, when suddenly Plumpet thrust the Dumpling at me, knowing full well that I find her awkward to carry.

Then, Plumpet pulled the elastic bobbin from behind her head, and let her hair swing loose. I was standing there open-mouthed. Grammer and Theresa Carmody were now agreeing that we’d all come in for half an hour. Waldorf was fishing in Grammer’s bag for the house key, and there was Plumpet looking like Nicole Kidman in Eyes Wide Shut or whatever it was called. (Seriously over-rated, me and my friends said – Madonna in Body of Evidence was great, and the sex was better. Well, so Daisy, daughter of Samson and Delilah said. I haven’t actually seen either.)

Then I saw what had caught Plumpet’s attention. There was a boy leaning against the wall watching the furniture being lifted out of the van. He was tall, and he had neatly cut fair hair. He was dressed in dark trousers and a sweater with the collar of his shirt sticking out. Plumpet was almost twirling with excitement. She took the Dumpling back from me and shot over to the van like an escaped convict.

‘Hiya,’ she said.

‘Hey,’ he replied.

Golly, I thought. I’d hardly have had the nerve, but Plumpet just went up to him.

‘You moving in?’ she asked.

Well, he was either moving in or he was waiting to hijack the lorry, I thought.

‘Sure am,’ he said.

Clearly he’d been watching too much American television. But then who doesn’t?

‘We live in there,’ Plumpet said, gesticulating at our place.

The Dumpling, who had been almost asleep, now had both eyes wide open, and her thumb was suspended in mid-air. She was clearly as surprised as I was.

‘Haven’t seen you in ages,’ said the boy.

The penny finally dropped. They were acquainted already, as Grammer would say. Grammer uses words like ‘acquainted’ which is sometimes really annoying because you would think there was a smaller, easier word to use, but at other times you’d think, What a clever word. Anyway I should have known they were already acquainted. Plumpet would never have approached a stranger like that.

‘These are my sisters,’ Plumpet said.

God, she’s so polite.

‘Hello,’ he said to the Dumpling and me.

Clearly he was as polite as she. Grammer says that like attracts like. In which case if I ever grow up and get married, and I’m not in a rush to do either, I’ll marry someone with no concentration who wonders about sex all the time and likes to play cricket and tennis.

‘This is Dumpling.’

The Dumpling, introduced, waved her little hand. I couldn’t see her face, but I knew from the way she was waving that she was beaming. The Dumpling loves males.

Samson and Delilah have a dog called Poppy. Funny that they called their daughter Daisy and the dog Poppy, now that I think about it. I bet Grammer would say that they wanted flowers in their lives. Anyway, Delilah says that Poppy prefers males to females. It drives Delilah mad as she feeds Poppy and takes her to the vet and those kinds of things, but the minute Samson walks into the room Poppy is reduced to a quivering mass of jelly and drools and slobbers with excitement at the look of him. Can’t think why.

Having dealt with Theresa Carmody, Grammer came over to see what was going on.

‘Grammer,’ said Plumpet with excitement. If it had been me I’d have shifted myself and the boy into the shadows. That’s what you do with boys, Daisy says. ‘Grammer, you have to meet Ronnie. Ronnie, this is my grandmother.’

I could see Grammer eyeing him with interest, but she must have seen something she liked because she said, ‘Lovely to meet you. Are you moving in?’

People say these kinds of things. Self-evident. Overly obvious. But that’s what they do. Like, ‘Wet, isn’t it?’ when it’s been raining for days and people are thinking of emailing Noah and asking for a cabin, preferably portside, on his ark. I know about portside because Grammer explained to me about the meaning of the word ‘posh’ and how people going to India by boat would travel port out starboard home. I don’t know why anyone would want to go to India by boat. It would take so long. It would be quicker to walk. Even Hannibal worked that out.

Anyway, before Ronnie could answer, Grammer launched forth on how it was a happy house he was moving into. She didn’t mention that she had almost run over the previous owner.

‘It’s a wonderful home for a family,’ she said. ‘A happy home, I would call it. And are your parents inside, Ronnie?’ she asked.

Sometimes Grammer uses these phrases, and next thing you know they’re either in a book or adorning the cover of one. I can just see The Happy House in pink italics on the front of her next novel. Though, come to think of it, that may be the title of her last one, which is why I can see the pink italics so clearly.

‘Ronnie,’ said Grammer, ‘your parents will probably need a drink at this point. We’re all going into Theresa Carmody’s, so why not ask them to join us.’

If we had asked people into someone else’s house, Grammer would have grounded us for a month. It was called different rules for different generations, she said. Anyway, she was right about asking them into Theresa Carmody’s because Theresa Carmody hated living alone and filled her house up with all sorts. Including her sister Polo who looked like a small horse.

Into our house we went, so Waldorf could drop the hamper and the freezer bag. There was a loud clunking of empty bottles as the containers touched the floor. And then it was off to Theresa Carmody’s. Polo was propping up one of the pillars in the porch. She was wearing – wait for it – tartan shorts. I swear to God. Tartan shorts. And socks and runners. At a party. Imagine! When God handed out good taste, Grammer said, He didn’t give it to everyone. She also said, when in doubt, don’t. She said this advice applied to everything, but specifically to clothing.

‘But what if you’re not in doubt?’ I sometimes asked her. ‘What if you’re absolutely sure that you look good in say, tartan shorts?’

‘No granddaughter of mine would ever imagine that she would look good in tartan shorts,’ she replied, straightening her back and elongating her neck. ‘Doubt is when you try on a frock and you’re just not sure about the colour. That’s doubt. That’s when you go away and think about it, or ask someone you can trust for their opinion. Never ask the assistant …’ This was a favourite theme. Clearly Grammer must have had a bad experience from a dubious assistant at some point in her life. She had even written a book called The Double Life of Dorothy Dea. In this book, Dorothy Dea made her husband breakfast in the morning and waited until he went out to work. She then shot across the city where she was a secret sales assistant in a fancy boutique where she was paid by the sale. Because she was working on a percentage basis, she pushed the most awful garments on to her unsuspecting customers who apparently always asked her for advice. It all sounded a bit unlikely to me. I mean, if you went into a boutique and came out dressed like Homer Simpson on the advice of the assistant, would you really go back and ask her advice again? Well in her book, customers came back time after time, and Dorothy Dea earned enough money to take her husband on the cruise of a lifetime when he retired early. Which worked out very well for Dorothy Dea because her husband dropped dead halfway through the cruise while eating dinner with the Captain, and Dorothy Dea ended up with the First Officer and had the best sex she’d ever had in her whole life.

Actually I might be mixing up The Double Life of Dorothy Dea with A Lifetime of Love. Either way, there is a little tragedy, some heartstrings being tugged, and a happy-ever-after ending. Grammer says that’s the formula for a successful life. ‘Avoid blood,’ she says when we’re doing essays for school. ‘You can lure your teacher into a pleasant frame of mind when she’s marking your work, if you’ve given her satisfaction.’

Nothing would have satisfied Miss McCracken, my English teacher. Daisy (of Samson and Delilah) said that you’d need a rugby team to satisfy her.

So, in we went to Theresa Carmody’s house, passing Polo in her tartan shorts, who looked down her nose at us. Polo is Theresa’s sister. You’d never guess by looking. ‘Fancy a dance?’ Waldorf asked her. Polo did not bother to answer him. She just raised her chin and stared up at the sky.

Waldorf and Grammer did the tango in the hall while me and Plumpet and Dumpling went into the kitchen. There was a lovely smell of sausages, but Grammer had warned us off them, so I had to wait until Plumpet and Dumpling went on through before I could stab a few with a cocktail stick. Polo Carmody came in and stood there looking at me with a drink in her hand.

There was something about Polo Carmody which would give you the willies. She sort of stared and you didn’t know what she was looking at, and then after a bit you thought she must be looking at you but you couldn’t think why.

Well, Grammer wasn’t there to pull me up on my manners, so I took another sausage on its little stick and was about to walk out into the hall, when she suddenly said, ‘You. Where do you think you’re going?’

Honestly, that’s what she said. I thought of saying to the loo, and then I thought of saying to find my sisters, and then I thought of telling her to mind her own bloody business. I mean, it wasn’t her house. It belonged to her sister, and if you ask me, Polo Carmody spent too much time in it.

I stuffed the sausage into my mouth so that I couldn’t speak without spitting all over her, and I pointed at my mouth, gave a sort of a sausagey-smile, shrugged and went out the other door into the dining-room end of the double rooms. I saw no one there whom I knew because Plumpet and the Dumpling had disappeared and I was afraid of Polo coming after me – I didn’t know what she wanted. So I just went and stood behind the curtains at the back bay window.

The floodlights were on and I could see into Theresa Carmody’s conservatory, which was behind the kitchen to the left of where I was hidden behind the curtains. I could also see across her patio and clear down her garden as she had all the floodlights on. I sat on the windowsill just staring out and then I saw that Polo had gone into the conservatory. She must have gone straight through from the kitchen. There was a man sitting on a wicker chair and Polo went up to him and stood in front of him. I could see her quite clearly. And the man just sitting there put one hand up the baggy legs of her tartan shorts.

Honestly.

I couldn’t see who he was, but I could see the sleeve of his jacket. He was wearing a sort of greenish velvety thing, and Polo just stood there looking out of the conservatory window while he fiddled around under her shorts.

I wondered what Grammer would say if she could see them. Then I suddenly thought that if I could see them, maybe they could see me. And while I knew they hadn’t yet seen me, I was really afraid that they would. I was afraid to move in case I drew attention to myself. I tried not to look at what they were doing. It struck me that it might be the sort of thing you’d do in a bedroom, but certainly not in someone else’s conservatory at a party.

Daisy – she was my best friend – said that the first time she has sex it is going to be in a lift – or an elevator as the Americans call them. She had read somewhere that if the elevator was going up, it lasted twice as long and that was better.

I didn’t know though. I think I was afraid of the doors opening or something. I mean, I would have hated someone to see me doing something like those two were doing. I knew I didn’t look one bit like Polo Carmody, but I was pretty sure that if someone had their hand up my knickers I’d be making some kind of a face and not just staring out of the window looking like I was thinking about my homework or what I’d just had for dinner. Polo looked like she was thinking of the price of sausages in Dow Jones. Dow Jones is the name of a butcher, I think.

I couldn’t take my eyes off the man’s hand or the way Polo was just standing there, and I kept hoping the reflection of the different windowpanes would make me invisible. Polo Carmody then pulled back her lips so that I could see her teeth – they were very small and pointed, more like a child’s. She opened her mouth and leaned towards the man and he put one finger into her mouth and she looked like she was sucking it or biting it. Then Polo closed her eyes and she seemed to shudder.

It sort of made her look like she wasn’t really enjoying herself, so I don’t know why she was letting him do that to her. I always thought that two people kind of did it together, sort of as a pair – I hadn’t really thought it could be like that. I made a mental note to mention it to Daisy.

Daisy says that the perfect human orgasm can shatter glass.

‘You reach such a pitch,’ she explained to me and Joan Kennedy. I looked at Joan, and Joan looked at me. I think Joan and I were thinking the same thing – like how come no one had mentioned this before, and surely beds would be in broom cupboards rather than in a bedroom with a window if this were the case, but I didn’t like to ask this as Daisy had a way of making you feel like you hadn’t lived yet.

Joan Kennedy chewed her bottom lip but she didn’t say anything.

‘Most elevators have mirrors in them,’ I said thoughtfully.

‘What’s that got to do with the price of sliced bread?’ Daisy snapped.

‘Well, you said that you’re going to do it for the first time in a lift,’ I said.

‘So?’ said Daisy.

‘Well, mirrors are made of glass,’ I said. I really wasn’t trying to score a point. I just wanted to get my facts straight.

‘Oh,’ said Daisy. ‘Don’t worry about that. The silver bit they stick on the glass to turn it into a mirror holds it together so that it can’t shatter.’

I hoped she was right. I couldn’t think of anything worse than being hauled out of a lift with my knickers down and splinters of mirrored glass sticking out of me.

Well, there was Polo Carmody shuddering away goodo in Theresa Carmody’s conservatory and the glass didn’t shatter. I wondered what Daisy would make of that.


Chapter Three



Theresa Carmody’s Tale

I threw a party just a few days before Christmas and I think that that is when it all started. Of course, back then I did not know that I was letting trouble loose on the world. On the world of the McHargs, of all people. If I had known … if it had ever occurred to me, I would bypass that night and never throw a party again.

I have never thrown a party since.

I loved laughing and chatting and having dinners and dancing. When I moved back to Dublin I bought this large house that had too many rooms and the place was silent unless I had friends around. I loved people. I just loved them. And I loved the McHargs. Who could not have loved them? They were the most exciting, exhilarating people I had ever met. Millicent McHarg became my friend when I moved in next door. They had been living there for ever. Millicent had moved into her house when she got married and had stayed there when her marriage ended. Her daughter-in-law Maria moved in when she got married and it was from there that she had Plumpet and Daffers. A few years after I moved in, the Dumpling arrived. I was one of very few people who knew the true story of the Dumpling. Millicent had told me one afternoon. We used to sit and drink piña coladas in my back garden with the sun beating down on us. Millicent wore her hair tied up in a bandana. We lay in the sun and Millicent told me that something had happened and that Maria was going out to join George; when they came back, there would be an addition to their family. George, of course, was Millicent’s son, and Maria’s husband.

I listened in amazement as this story unfolded – a horrifying story of a child, a little girl with one foot, who had been found by George and his cameraman lying beneath a gibbet on the edge of a village.

‘Retribution,’ Millicent said.

‘For what? Retribution for what?’ I asked.

‘God knows,’ she said. ‘Not my God or yours maybe. But someone’s God.’

The helicopter had been flying in low over the village when they saw something and decided to take a closer look. Apparently George lifted the child from the ground and they took off immediately. A woman – presumably the child’s mother – had been hanged and the little girl had been left beneath the gibbet.

I remember sitting there in the garden and the heat of the day seemed to evaporate as I listened to this horrifying tale.

Maria McHarg had a friend, a Swedish woman who looked very like her. This Swedish woman, Pia Somebody, had adopted a child from that same country two years earlier and she had the child on her passport. Maria was going out with two passports, her own and the Swedish woman’s, to take this rescued baby back home.

‘It’ll never work,’ I said to Millicent. ‘For heaven’s sake, Millie, if she’s caught think what will happen.’

‘It’ll work,’ Millicent said. ‘George will see to it.’

As it happened they didn’t have to use the false passport, because George and the crew took the child to the next province where money changed hands and papers were produced.

‘For thirty pieces of silver,’ Millicent said. ‘The best spent thirty pieces of silver ever.’
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