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            Chapter One

            The House at the Edge of the World

         

         I know what you’re thinking. You read the title above and thought it must be a metaphor. There is no edge of the world; every scientist (and every non-scientist) knows that. The earth is round. If you try to reach the edge of it, you’ll just keep going and going.

         And yes, you’re right, the earth is round. And if you start walking from, say, Paris, and keep walking (and sailing, or swimming), you’ll eventually come right back to Paris again. And again, and again. But if you circle the world enough times (say, eleven or twelve or thirteen times) you will, I promise you, reach the edge of the world. And it is an actual edge. A drop-off. A great big cliff. The world is there, all solid and sensible, and then all of a sudden it’s not. The ground just ends.

         There’s not much at the edge of the world, as you can imagine. It takes an awfully long time to get there, so most people don’t bother, and it hasn’t got much in the way of trees and grass and soil to grow things in. By the time you near the edge of the world, there’s little left of the ground but rock. So it’s a rocky, slightly dusty, place.

         But it’s not entirely lacking in people. There is one house there – teetering on the very edge of that great big cliff – and in it are the five permanent residents who make up the Plimtock family.

         Bertha Plimtock is by far the eldest. She’s one-hundred-and-something years old, or even older, maybe two-hundred-and-something. No-one knows exactly because no-one else in the house was alive when she was born. Not even Bertha’s sure how old she is, but she is certain of her birthday. It’s today. I don’t mean the sixteenth of May, or the fifth of December, or whatever day you happen to be reading this story. I mean it’s today. Every day is, at some point, today, so every day is Bertha’s birthday.

         Bertha lives in a room on the ground floor – what would be the sitting room in most houses – sitting on a giant beanbag with a party hat on, waiting impatiently for her birthday cake and presents. The other members of the family take turns baking the cake. Some days it’s a lemon drizzle cake, some days it’s chocolate fudge. Some days it’s a black forest gateau and some days it’s a Victoria sponge. On bad days it’s a healthy, seed-filled bran cake with soya yoghurt instead of icing. Bertha’s usual foul mood gets even worse on those days.

         Gower Plimtock is the one who makes the healthy cakes. Gower is Bertha’s eldest grandchild. He’s fussy and mean, and he spends most of his time in the kitchen, lecturing people about the evils of sugar and dairy, or in the front garden, jogging on the spot.

         After Gower, there’s Gristle. She’s the opposite of her brother. She likes a mess. Correction, she loves a mess. Gristle is the type of person who will hide outside the door as you clean the bathroom, then, just as the sink reaches the point where it’s gleaming and shiny, she’ll spring into the room and squirt shampoo all over the tiles.

         Cousin Wilbur has a long-burning, smouldering temper, which might be in part because he suffers from a very strange affliction. When the wind blows from east to west he’s perfectly normal (or as perfectly normal as any of the Plimtock family can be), but when the wind blows from west to east he becomes an animal.

         You didn’t misread that; he, in fact, turns into an animal. I know you find that difficult to believe – it’s not a common ailment in most places on the planet, like measles or chickenpox – but it is a condition that plagues people at the edge of the world. Something to do with humidity levels and exposure to non-world air. Anyway, Wilbur caught it when he was very young and never quite recovered. The type of animal he turns into depends on the composition of the wind – dry winds tend to bring on bouts of chameleon or armadillo, sandy winds cause eruptions of meerkat or camel, a cold wind can make him break out in an arctic fox, a penguin or even, once, a polar bear. And salty winds … well, you get the idea.

         You would think that Cousin Wilbur would be the more intriguing of the Plimtocks, but personally I think the youngest in the family is by far the most interesting. I say ‘in the family’, but the others don’t really think of her as family. They think of her more like an ox or a mule or a horse that pulls a plough; a working farm animal is what I mean. She’s a useful thing that they keep around because she’s … well, useful.

         Tabitha Plimtock is a mystery. In the same way nobody knows exactly how old Bertha Plimtock is, nobody knows exactly how Tabitha Plimtock came to be. Oh, they all remember how she arrived at the house. The only problem is they all remember something totally different.

         ‘Dumped in a basket on the doorstep,’ Gower Plimtock says. ‘What was it, eight years ago? Nine? Doorbell rang and there the little snot was.’

         ‘No, no,’ Gristle disagrees, ‘she crawled out of the pond just over yonder. Saw it myself. Like a greasy lizard, covered in slime. Scared the life out of me.’

         ‘Rubbish,’ Cousin Wilbur (at this moment a stick insect) says. ‘She was dropped from an airplane, I was there. Someone yelled, “Here, keep it, we don’t want it!”, and the thing landed at my feet like an elephant’s turd.’

         When asked, Bertha Plimtock just says, ‘Who?’

         The reason Tabitha Plimtock is so very useful is because she’s a go-getter. Now you probably think I mean she’s an achiever, someone who’s successful – and maybe someday she will be – but a go-getter in the house at the edge of the world is more like a dogsbody. A person to go and get things. A go-getter.

         ‘Tabitha, go get some eggs.’

         ‘Tabitha, go get some pumpkin seeds.’

         ‘Tabitha, go get the newspaper.’

         Do you see what I mean?

         I’ll be happy to tell you more about Tabitha Plimtock and the edge of the world – much more – but I think that’s quite enough for one chapter. You probably need a little break to take in what you’ve read so far, so grab yourself a cup of tea and a biscuit, have a breather, and I’ll see you in Chapter Two.
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            Chapter Two

            The Net

         

         Now that you’ve had a few moments to process the information you’ve received so far, I’m sure you have some questions. Like, how can Tabitha go and get pumpkin seeds when the edge of the world is mostly rock? Where do the pumpkins grow? And where do the Plimtocks get flour for birthday cakes if there are no farmers to grow wheat and no soil to grow the wheat in? Well, okay, I did mislead you a little there, because I’m trying to introduce this place one bit at a time – it would be too complicated otherwise. The fact is that there is more to the edge of the world than one house on a rocky ledge. There’s a forest inland with too few trees, for example, and a tavern some miles away where goods are bartered and traded. But for Tabitha, the rest of the edge is accessible via the net.

         The net hangs from the roof off the back of the Plimtocks’ house, spilling down the cliff like a green veil for as far as the eye can see. It’s not made of rope or plastic, but of vines. At some point in history, a bunch of vines sprouted from between the roof tiles of the house, criss-crossed each other as they grew, and then just kept on growing.

         The cliff face is where Tabitha spends most of her time. Every day she steps out onto the windowsill of her first-floor bedroom, wiggles through the green lattice, and climbs down the outside of the net. When I say Tabitha’s bedroom, I mean bathroom. It’s a three-bedroom house – Gower, Gristle and Cousin Wilbur each have a bedroom and Bertha has the front room downstairs, which leaves only the bathroom for Tabitha. She sleeps in the bath with a rolled-up jumper for a pillow. The shower curtain around the bath offers a little privacy, but she still gets a fright anytime someone gets up to use the toilet in the middle of the night.

         Anyway, back to the net and Tabitha climbing down the cliff wall. The cliff is rocky but full of holes, like stony Swiss cheese. These holes are generally referred to as ‘wall pockets’. Some wall pockets are empty, some of them have insects and moss and other things growing in them, and some of them have people living in them. The people tend to live in the bigger, nicer wall pockets, the ones with natural air-conditioning (provided by cracks in the rock) or running water (provided by other cracks in the rock) or stony balconies. And they grow things from seeds that blow in on the prevailing winds from places all over the world, and they raise animals too: chickens (or things like chickens) and ducks and geese (or things quite like ducks and geese). The animals at the edge of the world have been evolving on their own for centuries, for millennia, so they’re a little different to the animals you and I know, but for the sake of simplicity I’ll refer to them as chickens and ducks and geese, etc.

         On this particular morning, Tabitha wakes to the distant sound of a cockerel crowing (he lives in a wall pocket some way down the cliff). The sun has just risen and it’s very early. She unrolls her jumper-pillow and puts it on over her t-shirt as a jumper-jumper. Then she hurries downstairs and turns the oven on to preheat. It’s Tuesday, so it’s Tabitha’s turn to make Bertha’s birthday cake, and she’s planning to do a cherry and almond one with white icing. She hums a lively tune as she pours sugar on top of the butter and starts whipping. As she whips with one hand, she reaches out to put a tick by her name on the birthday cake roster, which looks like this:

         
            Monday – Gower

            Tuesday – Tabitha

            Wednesday – Gristle

            Thursday – Tabitha

            Friday – Wilbur

            Saturday – Tabitha

         

         … and since Sunday is everybody’s day off:

         
            Sunday – Tabitha

         

         ‘I hope you’re using the low-fat butter.’ Gower is standing in the kitchen doorway, straightening the sweatbands on his forehead and wrists.

         ‘Yes,’ Tabitha replies.

         ‘Well, you little snot, you shouldn’t be using butter at all. Are you trying to kill Granny? My poor dear Granny?’

         ‘No, Gower, I swear I’m not. I’m keeping it as healthy as I can, but you know she loves this recipe.’

         Gower is already gone. Through the open front door Tabitha can see him jogging on the spot, lifting his knees up very high. She’s not sure he cares at all about his precious Granny, but he does like to give out first thing in the morning. It’s part of his workout, which will continue for most of the day.

         ‘Ssssstupid child,’ says a slithery voice that makes Tabitha jump.

         She looks around and finally spots a blue-coloured snake curled around the cornicing at the edge of the ceiling.

         ‘Oh, Cousin Wilbur. You gave me a fright.’

         The snake lunges and hisses with laughter when she jumps again.

         ‘Ssstupid child,’ he says, ‘you know cherriesss make old Bertha fart. You’re trying to make life missserable for the ressst of usss.’

         Tabitha sighs and keeps on stirring.

         ‘I’m not at all, Cousin Wilbur, I’m just trying to bake something she likes because I don’t have time to bake another. I’ve to head down the cliff soon.’

         ‘Yessss, head down the cliff and leave usss with Bertha’s gasss. Sssselfish brat.’

         Tabitha ignores him as best she can by measuring out the flour and almonds, but while she’s turned away the blue snake Wilbur slides his tail around the washing-up liquid bottle and squeezes a big glug of it into the mixture.

         Half an hour later and Bertha is screaming for her cake.

         ‘It’s my birthday!’ she cries. ‘And no-one brings me cake or presents. What a horrible, selfish family I have.’

         She lounges on her giant beanbag, snapping her party hat on and off her head in agitation.

         ‘Here you are, Bertha,’ Tabitha says, rushing in. ‘It’s cherry and almond with royal icing.’

         She plonks the cake down on a little coffee table and quickly lights the three candles stuck in the top.

         ‘And the song,’ Bertha squeals. ‘Sing the bloody song!’

         Tabitha hurriedly sings Happy Birthday, while Gower, Gristle and Cousin Wilbur carry in badly wrapped presents. (Bertha’s got a dreadful memory, so luckily the family don’t have to get new birthday presents every day. They just rewrap the same ones over and over again.)

         ‘Make a wish,’ says Gristle.

         ‘Yesss,’ grins Cousin Wilbur, ‘make a wisshhh.’

         Bertha shuts her eyes as she cuts into the cake, then grabs a great big handful and shoves it into her mouth.

         ‘Pthewww!’ Bits of saliva-soggy cake go flying everywhere and Bertha’s round face goes very red. ‘What is that?! It tastes like poison. Why have you given me poison?! Killers, murderers! You want my house, you’re all trying to finish me off! Murderers! And on my birthday.’

         Tabitha closes her eyes and takes a deep breath. She’ll have to make another cake. The wall will have to wait.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

            Mr Offal

         

         Tabitha pauses mid-climb and turns her face up to the sun. It’s a lovely day. She’s got a long shopping list, and she’s already short on time because of the birthday cake debacle, but she takes a moment to enjoy the warmth. The vines contract around her to form a little dent in the net, like a cat’s bed, and she nestles in for a cozy rest as the sunshine gently beams down. When a light breeze brushes a few loose hairs across her neck, she’s so relaxed she could fall asleep.

         Her eyes snap open and she continues her descent. It wouldn’t do to fall asleep now – she might loosen her grip and plunge many miles to her death or, even worse, miss out on the shopping and have to return to the house empty-handed.
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         Eggs are first on the list, and they’re a dangerous one. Mr Offal’s wall pocket is some way from the safety of the net, along a hundred metres of treacherous, narrow ledge. Tabitha grips the rough wall with her fingertips, hoping none of it has been infested by rock worms. (They’re black worms that grow to only a few centimetres in length, but they have diamond teeth. They chew through stone in spirally patterns, weakening the rock from underneath. It’s tough to spot the weak bits, but you’ll sometimes see clusters of tiny holes where the worms have popped out to sun themselves.) She slips once and a mini cascade of dust and pebbles goes tumbling down the wall. She tries not to look down and makes it to the wall pocket in one piece.

         ‘Mr Offal?’ she says as she grips the edge of the opening in the rock. ‘It’s me, Tabitha.’

         ‘Heads up, Tabby girl! Blue one from a short-toed webber.’

         Tabitha snatches a rolled-up towel from the side of her backpack, and just in time too. As she rounds the corner to the safety of the pocket, something small and blue comes flying at her head. It ricochets off the soft towel and Tabitha dives to catch it before it hits the ground. The pretty little duck egg isn’t even cracked.

         There’s squawking and a flurry of feathers from a pen at the back of the wall pocket. Mr Offal’s wide bottom is jammed in the door of the pen as he stoops in amongst the flapping birds.

         ‘A white from a long-toed webber, coming up!’ His voice is muffled in the pen. ‘Ooh, this is a good one.’

         ‘Hold on, Mr Offal,’ Tabitha says, frantically unzipping her backpack, ‘just one second.’

         She barely has time to pull out a padded box and deposit the blue egg inside before the next one comes soaring across the room. With the folded towel clenched in her fingers, she dives again, tumbles in a perfect ‘o’, and opens her hands to find the white egg intact. This one’s a goose egg, and larger. She plops it in the box and readies herself at the mouth of the wall pocket once more.

         Have you ever played goalie in football? Is it hard to catch the ball before it ploughs into the back of the net? Well, imagine if you were playing the game on dusty, foot-sliding rock. And imagine the back of the net was in fact the edge of a cliff. And imagine the football was tiny, and there were half a dozen of them, fired one after the other … and imagine they were eggs.

         Tabitha Plimtock is the greatest goalie the world has ever known. Or at least she would be, if the world had any idea she exists. She leaps and dives and twists mid-air, catching all six eggs without cracking so much as a single shell.

         ‘Get ’em all, did you, Tabby girl?’ Mr Offal wipes sweat from his brow as he stands, smearing a trail of damp feathers over his eyes like an oddly shaped unibrow.

         ‘Yes, Mr Offal,’ Tabitha replies as she zips up her bag.

         ‘Smashing, smashing. Then come and have a sit down and I’ll fetch us something cool to drink.’

         Tabitha’s heart is still thumping as she sits in a threadbare armchair to one side of the wall pocket. There’s a narrow bookcase behind her, with two rows of books, and a small coffee table that was once an upturned crate, where Mr Offal puts the tray. Tabitha watches dismally as he pours her a glass but smiles as he hands it to her. It’s orange in colour, but it isn’t juice. Duck and goose eggs are pretty much all that Mr Offal knows or has, and so the gloopy liquid swilling around in her glass is actually beaten eggs. But the man is always kind, and Tabitha is nothing if not polite.

         ‘Thanks, Mr Offal, you’re very good.’

         He drops into the chair opposite. ‘It’s nothing, my dear girl. You come so far, after all. Can’t have you passing out from dehydration when you get back on that green monstrosity. How is the climbing today?’

         ‘It’s lovely. The sun is out and you can see almost all the way down to Mr Cratchley’s.’

         Mr Offal shudders. ‘Wouldn’t like that, my dear. The dark bit? Gives me the willies. I never look down. Never look up much neither. What’s there to see?’

         ‘Really?’ says Tabitha. ‘But there’s so much to see. Blue sky, white clouds, birds flying around–’

         ‘Got my birds here to look at.’

         ‘Yes, of course, but these are other birds, different birds, and they fly so high.’

         ‘Showing off, that’s all that is. I don’t need to look outside my door to see some fancy birds showing off. My birds are just fine, thank you very much.’

         Tabitha is sorry she mentioned it.

         ‘Of course they are,’ she says, ‘and they lay the most scrumptious eggs that make the very best cakes.’

         ‘Do they?’ Mr Offal is smiling now.

         ‘Absolutely. I’ve brought you half a cherry and almond today.’

         She pulls out a parcel wrapped in cloth and hands it over.

         ‘That’ll do nicely, Tabby girl. Slice of that with my tea later and I’ll be a happy camper.’

         ‘And I’m returning your book too. Thank you so very much, I don’t think I’ve ever enjoyed a story more.’

         ‘Ah,’ Mr Offal says, taking the book and reading the spine, ‘the one about tiny people, is it?’

         Tabitha smirks, knowing full well he’s playing with her.

         ‘Little Women,’ she replies, ‘and you know they’re regular-sized.’

         ‘Aye,’ he says, placing the book back on the shelf, ‘that is a good one alright. Bawled my eyes out when … oh, did you get to that bit?’

         ‘About Beth? Yes, I read the whole thing. I cried at that part too.’ Tabitha sighs. ‘But it must be lovely, in a way.’

         ‘Lovely, Tabby girl? Whaddya mean? Broke my heart, that did.’

         ‘Yes, but it broke her family’s hearts too, because they loved her so much. And that’s what’s lovely – a family who love each other.’

         ‘I guess that’s true.’

         ‘Do you have any family, Mr Offal?’

         ‘Me? Had an uncle way back when. Taught me how to raise birds. Died a long time ago, mind.’

         ‘And do you miss him?’

         Mr Offal squints like he’s gazing into the horizon. ‘Don’t know that I miss him, as such. I mean, I used to notice that he wasn’t there. Is that the same thing? Don’t notice anymore though, been so long. And he was a dreadful bore, if I remember rightly. Never spoke, except to the birds, and even then he used to put them to sleep.’ He sniffs and wipes his nose. ‘Drink up there, Tabby girl. Eggs are best when they’re fresh. And grab yourself another book, if you want. Aren’t too many to choose from, I know.’

         When Tabitha is leaving Mr Offal’s, the sky is beginning to darken. She looks up at strings of grey cloud creeping over the sun and frowns. If the rain starts pelting down over the cliff face, it will make the next part of her journey very dangerous indeed.
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