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Chapter One


Charmed Circle


These were the four girls who were best friends: Alison . . . hates everyone.


Ruby is clever.


Beth is perfect.


Caddy, the bravest of the brave.


(‘Mostly because of spiders,’ said Caddy.)


Alison, Ruby, Beth and Caddy had started school together aged four and five, plonked down at the four corners of a blue-topped table in Primary 1 on the first day.


‘You four will be friends,’ the teacher had told them, pronouncing the words like a charm. She was an elderly person, tall, with silver-streaked hair twirled and looped about her head, black beads, and, remembered Caddy, years afterwards, a sort of purple haze about her that may or may not have been a cardigan.


She was probably a witch.


‘You four will be friends,’ she said again, and her glance included all of them: Alison, who was sulking, Ruby with her thumb perilously close to her mouth, and hair cut short like a boy’s, and Beth, who was not only perfect, but also dressed utterly and completely in brand new clothes, snow-white underneath, school uniform on top. Last of all Caddy, who had arrived very late because her mother had forgotten the date.


The teacher smiled down from her looped and beaded heights at the table of little girls. Charmed, they smiled back up into the ancient purple haze. Alison, Ruby, Beth and Caddy: bewitched.


They stayed that way. All through primary school and into secondary school. At twelve years old they were still good friends.


‘Best friends,’ said Caddy.


Alison lived next door to Caddy, in an immaculate house. No visiting went on between the families. Alison’s mother used to look out of the window at Caddy’s mother, and shake her head and say, ‘I’m not getting involved.’


‘Absolutely not,’ Alison’s father would agree.


They were both estate agents. Sometimes Alison’s father would gaze at the state of the Cassons’ roof and murmur, ‘I hope we never have that property on our books. You’d have to be honest.’


Their daughter was honest naturally. Alison’s was a lovely but insulting honesty that conceded to no one. Her bedroom window faced Caddy’s but usually she kept the curtains closed. ‘I like my private life,’ she told Caddy. All the same she was a helpful friend. When Caddy showed signs of oversleeping on school days she had several times flung slippers and hard-nosed teddy bears at her window and screeched, ‘Get up!’


‘You could work out a much better system than that,’ said Ruby. ‘You’d only need two pulleys if you could fix a pendulum to the lamp post in between. It’s out of line, but it wouldn’t matter if you hung weights or something to take up the slack . . .’


Ruby, now twelve years old and still sucking her thumb, was brainier than ever. Ruby, small, red-headed and quiet, owned a hammer and a Swiss army knife, loved books and maps and numbers and patterns and words from other languages. She was good at mending things too. Ruby knew how to fix charms on bracelets, chains on bicycles, and frozen computer screens with petrified mice. She was an only child, both her parents were dead, killed in an accident when she was a very small baby. Then an amazing and unusual thing had happened. Her four grandparents (all retired, all elderly, all astonishingly intelligent) had pooled their not-very-large savings and bought a house. And into it they had moved with Ruby. All four of them. So Ruby was brought up with not much money but with lots of books, nursery rhymes in five different languages, kitchen chemistry, seaside expeditions to observe the effect of the moon on the tides, and a large floppy cat, bought in order to stop her feeling too much of an only child. Really though, it was her friends who did that. They shared with her and teased her, and at school they stopped her ever having to do a thing by herself. That was very useful to Ruby, because as well as being brainier than ever, she was also shyer than ever.


Perfectly happy though, until the day of her last school report.


Just like all her friends, Ruby had ripped open the brown envelope and unfolded her report the moment she left the school gates.


The first time she read it (eyes round with disbelief), she thought, how amazing!


The second time, with Caddy reading over her shoulder, she thought, but awful!


She became aware that her heart was beating very fast.


‘Ruby!’ Caddy had exclaimed, when she finally understood the report’s staggering conclusion. ‘Do you think you’ll do it?’


Ruby did not answer at once. The pounding in her heart was now so loud it seemed strange that Caddy did not hear it too. Her astonished mind was still tottering between AMAZING and AWFUL.


‘It would change things a lot if you did,’ said Caddy, and then noticed the frightened look on Ruby’s face.


‘Don’t worry!’ she exclaimed. ‘We’d still be friends! Just as much . . . in a way.’


Ruby stared at her, eyes wide and shocked.


‘You’d be posh!’ said Caddy, and laughed a little, to encourage Ruby to laugh too.


‘Posh!’ repeated Ruby.


‘I was only joking. Anyway, you already are, a bit. Well, you’ve got a posh cat! So, will you do it? Would you like it?’


By now, Ruby’s heart was bumping less fiercely. Her mind had stopped its tottering between AMAZING and AWFUL. It came down firmly on the side of AWFUL.


‘No I wouldn’t like it!’ she said. ‘And I won’t do it!’


‘Don’t you even . . .’


‘And I don’t want to talk about it, either! So there!’


‘I don’t see why . . .’


‘Please, Caddy,’ begged Ruby.


‘All right,’ said Caddy.


Beth is perfect.


‘I’m not,’ protested Beth, neat-haired, brown-skinned, modest as well as perfect. ‘I’m not . . . If I told you some of the things I think . . .’ Her voice trailed away. She never would tell. She was ungrudgingly nice, even to her little sister Juliet (who preferred the name Jools and was far from perfect).


Beth’s parents were also perfect. Her mother was good at homework and cakes for school fairs, and her father always won the fathers’ race on sports day. To complete this perfection, and best of all, there was a pony named Treacle, a perfect birthday surprise that had appeared when Beth was eight.


‘Of course, he’s to share,’ Beth was told at the time. ‘When Juliet’s old enough.’


Juliet was nine now, and Beth would have shared, but, ‘No thanks very much!’ said Juliet.


Last of the friends came Caddy. Cadmium Gold Casson. Caddy had no special label. She wasn’t perfect or clever and she didn’t hate anyone. For a long time she was just Caddy, which bothered her friends.


‘Just Caddy is fine,’ protested Caddy. ‘It’s what I am.’


All the same, they found her a label, mostly because of her fearlessness with spiders. Caddy was sorry for spiders, so universally unloved, and she didn’t allow them to be squashed.


‘Leave them to me,’ she would command, and no matter how grey-legged, scrabbling, or hairy, she would gently pick the monsters up and carry them to a place of safety.


‘Caddy, the bravest of the brave,’ said Alison, Ruby and Beth.


‘I’m just Caddy really,’ said Caddy, but she liked having a label all the same. She felt it gave her a proper place in the circle of friends.


‘Alison, Ruby, Beth and me,’ she would say to her little sister and brother, Saffron and Indigo, and told them stories about Treacle the pony, Wizard, Ruby’s enormous cat, and the tank of miniature fish they could sometimes glimpse through Alison’s bedroom window: tiny rose and blue flickering things, like swift-trailing flames.


‘I call them The Undead,’ said Alison.


‘Oh, Alison!’


‘Well, they do die.’


‘Then what do you do?’


‘Scoop ’em out, and put some more in,’ said Alison. ‘Don’t look like that! It’s life.’


Alison was a fatalist. She could live with the possibility of almost anything. For nearly four years, ever since she was eight, she had lived with a For Sale board outside her house and never shown the slightest interest in its existence. So completely did she manage to ignore it that after the first shock of its arrival, her friends ignored it too.


Years passed. The board faded, acquired a greenish tinge, and became part of the landscape. Then in its fourth year it blew down. A bright new replacement appeared in its place and Alison’s friends woke up like a startled flock of birds.


‘You’re not really moving, Alison? Alison! Why?’


Alison shrugged.


‘You wouldn’t go far away?’


‘Maybe. I don’t know.’


‘Haven’t you asked ?’


‘Asked who?’


‘Your parents, of course! They must have said something! Haven’t they told you anything, Alison?’


‘They go on and on,’ said Alison, yawning.


‘On and on about where ?’


‘South.’


‘South?’


‘Where my uncle lives. It’s got a weird name.’


‘Oh Alison, please find something out,’ begged Caddy, and she seemed so upset that Alison actually made an enormous effort, communicated with her parents, and listened to the answer.


‘Tasmania,’ she reported.


‘Tasmania!’ repeated Ruby, stunned, while Caddy and Beth stared at each other in astonishment. ‘Tasmania! Are you sure?’


‘Think so,’ said Alison. ‘Think that’s right. Tasmania’s south, isn’t it?’


The girls happened to be at Ruby’s house at the time of this conversation, draped around on sofas, watching TV with the sound turned off. Alison, having done her Tasmanian duty, picked up the remote and began flicking through channels as if there was nothing more to be said, but Caddy and Beth continued to stare at each other and Ruby ran out of the room.


She returned very quickly, carrying a small globe, and sat down beside Alison.


‘Look,’ she said, pointing to a reddish-coloured island, chewed-looking at the edges and surprisingly close to the North Pole. ‘This is here, where we are now.’


‘Yeah?’ asked Alison politely.


‘And,’ Ruby turned the globe upside down and pointed again, ‘that’s Tasmania!’


Alison blinked a bit at that, took the globe in her own hands, found the chewed red island for herself, turned the globe over, peered. Sure enough, there was Tasmania.


‘Oh, right,’ she said. ‘Well, that’s definitely going to be south, isn’t it? Are we watching The Simpsons or what?’


‘Don’t you mind?’ shouted Caddy, grabbing the remote and turning everything off. ‘Don’t you care? It’s the other side of the planet! What about Ruby and Beth and me?’


‘Caddy?’ asked Alison, shocked at last. ‘What on earth is the matter?’


‘I thought we’d be friends for ever,’ snuffled Caddy. ‘Like we are now. You and Ruby and Beth and me. With nothing changing.’


Then at last, even Alison understood. Because in Caddy’s world, things were always changing.


And Caddy didn’t like it.


Caddy’s home was like a world which, from time to time, a genii from a bedtime story picked up in his hand and spun upon his finger. People set off on journeys and returned unrecognizable, vanished for days, came to live in your bedroom, hid under tables for hours and hours, wandered the house fast asleep demanding to go home, counted pennies in jam jars until they had enough to buy bread and then the next day gilded halos for the school Nativity play with real gold leaf. Caddy’s home was a turmoil of piled possessions, lost belongings and unexpected siblings.


‘Well,’ said Ruby, who sometimes found it to be a bit of a burden, being the only one under seventy in a house of five people, ‘you should try being an only child like me.’


‘I was,’ said Caddy. ‘For ages and ages.’


Caddy could still remember very clearly the world before Indigo and Saffron had arrived. In those days her father had been home nearly all the time. Whole weeks would pass in which no tears were shed, no heads were clutched, no vases were stuffed with apologizing roses, no hard sums were done to prove the cheapness of renting a place to work in London compared to the enormous cost of building a soundproof, childproof studio at home.


In those days nobody ever wore dark glasses and explained they had hay fever.


And then Indigo and Saffron arrived a year apart, and if Indigo was an astonishingly swift Sunday morning surprise, Saffron, aged three, was an unlooked-for and cataclysmic shock. And it seemed to Caddy that no sooner had they found her a place to sleep (Caddy’s bedroom) than the head clutching and hard sums that had begun with Indigo’s appearance suddenly stopped. (Although the roses and the dark glasses did not.) The matter was decided. Caddy’s father would work in London, renting a studio, coming home on Friday nights. When possible.


All at once there was one parent at home, instead of two, and three children, instead of one.


Caddy got used to Indigo and Saffron, and then very fond of them, but her father stayed away for longer and longer periods and her mother scrambled through the days and nights, juggling people and painting and children and cooking and always a bit behind with everything, and it wasn’t like other people’s houses.


‘Darling Mummy is not the world’s best at multitasking,’ said her father, on one of his heroic trips home to unscramble the household.


‘Darling Bill,’ Eve would say, and collapse on the sofa to read fairy tales to the children while Bill restocked the fridge and the freezer, wrote lists, threw out junk, constructed star charts for good behaviour, stared at the bills and gave everyone lots of very sensible advice.


‘Darling kids,’ Bill said once, pausing from filling bin bags to gaze at them, good as gold, curled up on sofa cushions, listening to stories. ‘Aren’t we a nice little family?’


‘Little?’ asked Caddy. It was June and warm but her skin prickled, cold with alarm. She didn’t know her father thought they were a little family.


‘Little?’ she asked again. ‘I thought you thought we were a very big family. Too big to fit in even a single hamster! That’s what you said.’


‘Cadmium darling,’ said Bill teasingly. ‘You’re not going to start taking life seriously, are you?’


The genie in the bedtime story frightened Caddy sometimes. She pictured his smile as he lifted their world to play. Tonight the genie’s smile was on Bill’s face: sweet, and teasing and ruthless, as if he was the one who spun their world on his finger.


‘When are you going back to London?’ asked Caddy rudely.


That wiped away her father’s smile, but it didn’t touch the genie’s.


‘One day,’ said Caddy’s mother, soon afterwards. ‘Not now, not soon, not for ages, wouldn’t it be lovely and exciting if we had another . . .’


Once more Caddy’s skin ran with ice-cold fear, but this time Caddy ignored it. She had had enough of change. If she could have chosen a world to live in, it would have been the world inside her glass snow globe. The snow globe held a small, square house with a blue front door and a yellow garden path. No bunches of roses were ever delivered. No one ever slammed the door, or paced the garden path, backwards and forwards. Nothing changed ever, except the weather.


‘Perfect,’ said Caddy.


‘You’re the only person I know who would like to live in a snow globe,’ said Alison. ‘The only one!’


‘Only-Ones’ was a game the girls played now and then.


Alison herself had a good only-one. She was the only one to have actually seen a ghost. Quite clearly too, in the graveyard next to her grandmother’s house, a young man in old-fashioned clothes peering through the gloom of a November afternoon to read the inscription on a gravestone. Alison had watched as the young man bent to pick a wintery daisy, looked up, caught her eye, hesitated and vanished. This event had happened more than a year before, yet so far no one had been inclined to stand where the ghost had stood and read the inscription on the gravestone.


‘It would seem too nosy,’ said Beth. (She was the only one who would have thought of such politeness to a ghost.) She was also the only one to have met royalty, at Sandringham one Christmas. ‘Thank you. Aren’t you cold?’ the Queen had asked, accepting her ribbon-tied Christmas roses.


Ruby was the only one to have been in an ambulance, lights flashing and sirens wailing, Ruby herself utterly thrilled despite a broken arm and a bumped head, not only with the ambulance ride but also with the fact that she had proved conclusively that it was possible to jump higher than the safety net on Juliet’s trampoline. ‘Did you see?’ she asked everyone afterwards.


‘Yes, yes!’ they reassured her, in case she felt the need to do it again.


Caddy herself had many only-ones. The only one to have been in a house while a baby was being born: Indigo, a Sunday morning surprise. Caddy, aged six, had been given a pink toy camera for surviving this ordeal, and had spent many frustrating hours afterwards trying to make it work. A year later (when she had become the only one to have acquired a sister, aged three, with zero warning), her father had remembered her disappointment and somehow from among the turmoil produced and handed over a real camera, the one-use disposable sort, but better than pink plastic.


The camera, coming as it did just after Saffy’s arrival, had been exactly what Caddy needed. Home was in chaos, but here was the key to a bright new future.


Caddy had packed a small bag, stolen a dog she found tied to some railings, and become the only one of the four to run away from home. She had not been found until the smoke from her campfire was seen rising above the laurel bushes in the park. She had then become the only one to be taken home in a police car, protesting all the way that she was not lost, she didn’t need returning, she was a wildlife photographer and had the pictures to prove it. Nobody took any notice, although later, when the film in her camera was developed, she was shown to have been telling the truth. Caddy still had those pictures: several ducks, a squirrel, a blackbird’s nest and a water vole.


‘Wow!’ said Ruby and Beth (and even Alison) but they were glad she was back and hugged her a lot.


‘Don’t run away again,’ they said, and for years and years, Caddy didn’t.




Chapter Two


Lost Property


The summer that Caddy was twelve, the summer that followed the days when Eve had said, ‘Wouldn’t it be lovely and exciting . . . ?’ and Bill, with his genie’s smile, had asked, ‘Aren’t we a nice little family?’, that summer, there came a summer storm that rocked the trees and flooded the drains in the streets.


When the deluge stopped at last the girls gathered at their outdoor meeting place, a low wall in front of a house at the crossroads on the way to school. A great consultation began, with Beth saying, ‘Who will come swimming with me this afternoon? I’ve got to look after Juliet and that’s what she wants to do. I can’t bear to take her on my own. Not after last time! Do you think that lifeguard would recognize me if I wore a different swimming costume?’


‘No, of course he wouldn’t,’ said Ruby. ‘He probably hardly looked at you. Too busy clearing the pool! I can’t come though. I’m going to the library.’


‘Haven’t you enough books in your house already?’


Ruby laughed, assuming it was a joke to suppose that any single house could hold enough books to outlast such a deluge as they had just survived.


‘Do Beth a favour!’ suggested Alison, inspecting her newly varnished deep purple fingertips. ‘Take Juliet with you. Do you like my nails?’


‘Lovely,’ said everyone.


‘Three coats. It took ages. Caddy, I’m sure you had those jeans on before it started raining!’


‘I did. I’ve been wearing them all summer. I’ll come swimming with you, Beth! I’m not scared of that lifeguard! And he needn’t have gone on like he did about Juliet. She couldn’t help choking and it was only Coke!’


‘Three cans, little pig!’ said Alison.


‘Anyway, it wasn’t Beth’s fault! Let’s all go swimming, and then nail varnish shopping and to the library on the way home.’


They were in the middle of trying to persuade Ruby and Alison to agree to this plan when something caught their attention. A movement in the rain-washed litter at the base of the wall.


‘Oh, yuk!’ said Alison. ‘Oh revolting! Oh no, Caddy!’


For Caddy (bravest of the brave) had already picked it up. A featherless new-hatched bird, washed from its nest in the yew trees high overhead.


‘It’s twitching,’ said Beth. ‘It’s still alive.’


‘You can see its veins,’ remarked Ruby, but she too flinched away from its frog-fleshed coldness.


‘I don’t know how you can hold it,’ said Alison to Caddy, almost crossly, because the thing was so awful, and yet so helpless.


It twitched again, jerking its pulpy, purple mound of a body, its naked wings flailing, and it stretched out a reptilian neck and opened its beak in a long soundless shriek. On a nearby lamp post two pink and grey doves looked resolutely in the opposite direction, disowning responsibility.


‘You would hardly guess it was supposed to be a bird,’ said Beth. ‘I don’t think you should have picked it up, Caddy. I’m sure you’re not meant to do that. If you leave them alone their parents come and take care of them.’


‘That’s fledglings,’ said Caddy. ‘When they have feathers and can hop about and keep themselves warm.’


‘What are you going to do with it then?’


‘It ought to go back in its nest. It must be up there somewhere.’


They stood back to gaze into the dim green depths of the yew trees.


‘You couldn’t even prop up a ladder,’ said Ruby. ‘Not in all those skinny branches.’


‘Can’t we take it to a vet’s?’ asked Beth.


‘I did that once before,’ said Caddy. ‘And they took it into a room and came out about one second later and said, “Very sorry, it just died,” and they wouldn’t tell me what of, or if they’d tried any medicine, or anything. I always thought afterwards they murdered it. What we need (I know you’ll all moan) is one of those long stretchy ladders like they have in the fire brigade . . .’


The howls of her friends drowned the rest of her sentence.


‘You can’t call the fire brigade again!’ said Ruby. ‘They’d be furious! Think how they were about that frog in the drain last Easter! You got that awful letter!’


‘They were nice the first time though, when we found the squirrel we thought was an escaped monkey . . .’


‘You thought was an escaped monkey!’ corrected Ruby.


‘You can’t do it again, Caddy,’ agreed Beth.


‘What are we going to do with it then?’ asked Caddy, and Alison peered at the wheezing, gaping blob in Caddy’s hands and said, ‘It’d be better dead.’


Ruby and Beth nodded in agreement.


‘Yes, but it’s not,’ said Caddy helplessly. ‘So we’ll have to look after it somehow . . .’


‘We?’ asked Alison, while Ruby shook her head and stepped backwards in alarm.


‘It’s you who’s good at looking after things, Caddy,’ said Beth.


‘I’m not!’ protested Caddy. ‘Any of you could do it just as well . . .’


‘My mother would go mad if I took it within a mile of the house,’ said Alison.


‘I’ve got a cat,’ Ruby reminded Caddy.


‘I don’t think I could,’ said Beth. ‘I haven’t time. Not with Treacle to look after. It looks cold, Caddy.’


‘It is cold,’ said Caddy, ‘and I’ve nothing to wrap it in. I’d better take it home . . . if it is me, taking it home?’


Her friends looked guiltily away.


‘All right,’ said Caddy.


‘Do you really not mind?’ Ruby asked her a little worriedly.


Caddy was never entirely sure what she believed animals and birds could understand of human communication. More than people guessed, she suspected. Perhaps even this poor chick could grasp something of the debate that had gone on around it. For this reason she said bravely, ‘Of course I don’t mind! I love it! I just didn’t want to grab. I’ll take it home then. Thank you! Any of you can visit it, any time you like!’


Even Alison blushed a little at that.


After Caddy left, the afternoon seemed empty. Her friends drifted off in different directions, feeling a little lost. All courage to face the swimming pool deserted Beth without her.


‘I’m not taking you there,’ she told Juliet. ‘And you needn’t sulk! Anyone who sicks up three cans of Coke in the deep end of the swimming pool and has to have the whole place cleared shouldn’t want to go!’


Alison wandered round the shopping streets until boredom gnawed her like a pain. She found herself calculating the days left until term began. It seemed a terrible thing to her, to be looking forward to school. She went home and painted her nails again, this time a dark and savage red.


Ruby also thought of school, remembering her last school report. The memory made her change her mind about going to the library.


‘I can’t ever go there again,’ she said, and to save herself from temptation, dropped her library card in a bin. It vanished immediately among the cans and takeaway wrappers. For a little while afterwards Ruby could not see very well.


It was not the first baby bird that Caddy had rescued, although easily the most forlorn. Her mother groaned when she saw it. Too well she knew what the next few days would hold. There would be name choosing, food making, sleepless nights, panic, bargains with God, rage, tears, a funeral and struggles with the difficulty of gravestone construction.


‘The swallows lived,’ said Caddy, who could never forget the pair of fledgling swallows from the fallen nest she had found two years before. She had fed them on flies and grubs and they had gobbled and stretched, fluttered, preened and flown from her hands to join the spiral of birds circling the street. It had been the proudest day of her life. It was the reason why she tried so hard with each new patient, and cried so hard with each new failure.
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