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ONE



Erik and Hans


Berlin, 1931
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One summer, when he was ten years old, Erik became famous for buying dead flies.


‘Really!’ said Hans, who was in the same class at school and had just moved into the apartment below. ‘You’re always becoming famous for something embarrassing!’


‘I know,’ admitted Erik, because it did seem a bit that way. The falling off the bridge on the school expedition to the river; his hospital for dolls – he’d fixed one small girl’s doll and the news had got round, ‘Erik can mend dolls!’ and suddenly he’d found himself with a bedroom full of prim china faces not necessarily attached to their bodies.


And now he was buying dead flies.


The reason Erik needed flies was a family of little birds. Their nest had fallen; the fragile shell of dry mud had crumbled and split from the wall and two fledglings had been lost, but three had survived. Erik’s kleine Schwalben, his little swallows.


He’d tried finding enough flies for them alone, but without having wings himself it seemed impossible. He’d taken a teaspoon to every rose bush within walking distance, scraping off greenfly. Both the baker and the butcher had asked him very forcefully to get out and mind his manners when he’d offered, as politely as he could, to remove the wildlife buzzing in their windows. He’d haunted the rubbish bins at the back of the apartment building. Even so, he couldn’t manage to keep up with the swallows’ demand, and so he’d recruited his classmates. They naturally said they were not going to spend their spare time collecting flies for nothing, and demanded to be paid.


Erik had paid first in fruit drops, from the box he’d had for his birthday, and next with an assortment of rather chipped marbles, and after that with cigarette cards: scenes of old Berlin, Flags of the World, and his precious Exotic Birds and Animals. He had a few French cards too, mostly pictures of famous film-star girls.


‘Girls!’ said Hans, scornfully, when he came with his flies to trade. Hans had a sister named Lisa. She was one year younger than Hans, but she was taller than he was, and she bossed him about. Lisa had a hundred friends, or so it seemed to Hans. ‘I’ve enough girls at home.’


‘Well then, choose a flag,’ suggested Erik, ‘or an armadillo or a camel or something.’


Hans said he didn’t care about flags, and that the camel and the armadillo had unfriendly faces. In the end he chose a girl after all, one with great waves of hair, and a very small top hat tilted over one eye, not at all like his sister or any of her friends. In return he gave Erik an envelope full of bluebottles, mosquitoes and other small flies. The mosquitoes were squashed and so no use, but the rest were all right. Erik, for about the tenth time that day, explained why squashed were no good, with all the juice wasted.


‘You do know everybody is talking about you, don’t you?’ said Hans.


‘Are they?’


‘Saying you are crazy!’


‘Oh, well, yes.’


‘What other cards do you have to trade?’


‘I don’t really, Hans,’ said Erik.


He did have an album of fairy tales cards, collected for him by his mother, long before. He couldn’t trade them, because she was still fond of them. Now and then, on winter evenings, she would turn the pages and murmur, ‘Yes, I remember,’ when she came to the seven swans, or the tin soldier, or whatever. Erik also hoped that he might keep his five Dogs of the World: the German shepherd, the husky, the St Bernard with the little barrel on its collar, the English sheepdog with the smiling face, and the small French poodle. He had owned them for as long as he could remember, given them names and dreamed them stories. They were old friends, and yet . . .


He’d known these swallows since they were eggs: every summer a nest was built above his bedroom window; already the parent birds were building there again. And now Erik had these three.


He kept them in his bedroom, in a box by the open window, snuggled together in his winter hat, which would never be the same again. Hans came to watch his latest delivery of flies disappear.


‘More than an hour’s work gone in seconds,’ he remarked. ‘However do these ridiculous birds manage in the wild?’


‘Easy,’ said Erik. ‘They can fly. What I really need is a butterfly net and a very small plane.’


‘What you need is my Uncle Karl,’ said Hans.


‘Why?’


‘He can fly. And he’s mad, like you. I’ll tell him about you, next time I see him. Have you given them names?’


Erik laughed and shook his head, so Hans named them on the spot: Cirrus, Nimbus and Cumulus.


‘Cumulus is the fat one,’ he said. ‘He’s my favourite. I shall go and catch his supper right now.’


After that, Hans stopped charging for his flies, and he was a great help to Erik because the little birds were constantly hungry. They were growing so fast that every few hours they seemed to change. Real colours replacing the down. Their pin feathers coming through on their wings. All three of them stronger every day, stretching out a wing, jostling for the next beak-full of food.


‘How did you learn to care for them?’ asked Hans, and Erik explained that two years before, it had happened just the same, a nest had fallen and he had scooped up a nestling and fed it on baby food. Bread and milk. And it had died. He wouldn’t make that mistake again though, he said. Flies, that’s what his swallows needed, from four in the morning until darkness at night, flies by the dozen, flies by the hundred, not caught in airy swoops around the rooftops like the parent swallows did, but delivered by a train of helpers with matchboxes, cocoa tins, or sometimes just clenched fists. Up and down the building stairs, driving the occupants mad.


‘Wash your hands!’ his mother ordered the children, with every new delivery, and sent them to the kitchen sink and made sure they did it properly. The soap wore out and people got so tired of washing they stood under the windows and yelled instead, ‘Erik! I brought more flies!’


‘How much longer?’ asked his mother, and Erik said perhaps a week or a little more.


‘A week or a little more!’ she groaned and suggested egg yolk, minced sausage and canary seed soaked in water. Erik shook his head. He dared not risk it.


‘Well, well,’ said his mother. ‘I suppose you must do what you can.’


Erik did, although it wasn’t easy. To part with the German shepherd, who he’d named Otto after his father who had died before he was born. With dear brave Brandy, hero of so many imaginary snowbound adventures. Comet, the blue-eyed, curly tailed, moonlight-coloured husky. Tessa, the smiling sheepdog. ‘Take care of her,’ said Erik, as he handed Tessa to her new owner, and there was an aching beneath his ribs that was beginning to feel familiar even though he still had Belle, the little French poodle.


‘She’s pretty,’ said Lisa, who had come to see what all the fuss was about. ‘One day I will have a dog like that, with a pom-pom tail and a pink ribbon in her hair.’


Lisa, although nearly always indignant or angry, was also pretty in a furious kind of way, and Erik gave her Belle, even though Hans disapproved.


‘She got exactly what she wanted, then,’ he grumbled, when Lisa, clutching Belle, had run away downstairs again.


‘Good,’ said Erik.


On the fourteenth day after Erik found them, his three swallows flew from his open window, straight from his hand into a bird-filled apricot evening sky, joining dozens of others circling the roofs and eaves and skyways of the city.


Never, ever had Erik known such illuminated joy, such a lift of bliss that it felt as if he could have flown with them.


‘Well,’ said Hans, who had come to say goodbye to Cumulus and the others. ‘That’s three more birds in the sky.’


‘Yes,’ agreed Erik, hanging out of the window to watch. ‘Imagine being a swallow. Racing about like that!’


‘You’d have to eat flies, though,’ pointed out Hans. ‘What do you think they taste like?


‘Pretzels and lobsters,’ said Erik, so matter-of-factly that Hans started shouting and flinging his arms about and exclaiming, ‘Erik? You didn’t! Hey, tell me you didn’t! You can’t have! Are you crazy? Are you joking?’ Then he stopped jumping about and came up close to look into Erik’s face. ‘You are joking,’ he said. ‘Aren’t you?’


‘Yes.’


Hans pushed his shoulder affectionately. Erik pushed him back. They both, at the same moment, realized how much they liked each other. Hans remembered how Erik had leaned over the bridge and leaned over the bridge and leaned over the bridge, and said, ‘Oh, dear,’ and vanished with hardly a splash. Erik remembered how quickly Hans had pulled off his jacket to wrap him up when they fished him out again.


‘Nutter,’ said Hans, catching Erik in a casual headlock.


‘Nutter yourself,’ said Erik, wriggling out backwards and dumping Hans flat on the floor.


‘I wouldn’t be surprised if they did taste like pretzels and lobsters,’ said Hans, thinking about it, stretched out on his back. ‘Perhaps you’re not so crazy after all. Perhaps one day you will be head keeper at Berlin Zoo.’


‘Perhaps,’ said Erik, hopefully, once more gazing out of the window. ‘Do you know, Hans, those little birds will go to Africa.’


‘Oh, here you go again!’ said Hans. ‘Africa! I was wrong, you really are a nut . . . Hey! Erik!’


Erik’s brown curly head was suddenly nodding. He wobbled where he stood, leaning against the comfortable wooden window frame. Only four hours sleep for two weeks and three insatiable babies all day, and now night was coming in over the rooftops.


Hans leaped and grabbed him just before he toppled out of the open window.


‘Thank you, Hans,’ said Erik.









TWO



Ruby


Plymouth, Devon, 1927
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Ruby was her name, and even that caused trouble. All the girls in the family had flower names – there were Lilies and Daisies and Roses, an Iris and a Violet, once a Marigold. It was a family tradition, unbroken since goodness knew when, until Violet, who was Ruby’s mother, said, ‘Ruby.’


‘Ruby?’ asked a whole bunch of flowery relations, gathered in the room above the newsagent’s shop. ‘Ruby?’


‘I like rubies,’ said Violet, ‘better than diamonds or pearls. I always wanted a ruby.’


‘You can’t pretend Ruby’s a flower name,’ said bossy Aunt Rose.


‘I wasn’t,’ said Violet, in a mind-your-own-business voice.


‘It’s flashy,’ said Aunt Lily, who had no tact. ‘It’ll draw attention.’


‘Attention?’ repeated Violet, in a tone of such unexploded fury that Aunt Lily took a step back. Even as she retreated though, she couldn’t help glancing towards the baby sleeping in the wicker basket, and then, one after another, everyone else in the room glanced too.


Ruby’s face was splattered with what looked like dark brown paint. Birthmarks; a large one like a paintbrush had swiped below her left eye, and showers of smaller ones patterning both sides of her face. They were the first thing anyone saw and nobody could say a word to Violet about them that didn’t make her angry.


The family discussed it in murmurs when Violet was out of the room. There had been, according to Violet’s mother, other babies born in the family with marks just the same. A boy was recalled, fifty years before.


‘They said his might fade,’ Ruby’s grandmother remembered.


‘And did they?’ demanded Rose.


‘He died when he was six or seven, they hadn’t faded then.’


‘Better not tell Violet,’ whispered Iris.


‘You can’t tell Violet anything,’ said Rose.


‘I know,’ agreed Lily, nodding. ‘Ruby! What kind of a—’


‘Shush!’ hissed everyone, but too late.


‘What are you shushing?’ demanded Violet, appearing suddenly in the doorway.


A twitching silence followed while people tried to remember what they’d said.


‘It’s about the baby, isn’t it?’


‘We were just talking about her name,’ said Iris, soothingly. ‘I was thinking that there’s Clover, and I once heard of a Lavender.’


‘Clover is a cow’s name and Lavender’s for bath salts,’ said Violet, witheringly. ‘Anyway,’ she added, picking up the sleeping baby and rocking her on her shoulder, ‘you can all stop fussing because she’s going to have a flower name too. Her dad picked it out.’


Violet paused.


‘Go on, then,’ said Rose.


‘Amaryllis.’


‘Amaryllis?’ repeated the whole bunch, Iris, Rose and Lily. ‘Amaryllis? What in heaven’s an amaryllis?’


‘I’ve never heard of an amaryllis,’ said Ruby’s grandmother.


Neither had Violet. The name had been in a library book about gardening. There hadn’t been a picture, just a list of ‘Rewarding rarities’ at the end of a chapter and the lovely word among them: Amaryllis, that rang like a chime and a charm. Ruby’s father had read it aloud and it had caught Violet’s heart.


‘Ruby Amaryllis,’ she said proudly. ‘Her dad’s looked it up and everything. He says it’s a flower like a lily, but better.’


‘It’s even fancier than Ruby!’ said all the horrified relations.


‘Good,’ said Violet.


It hadn’t stopped there. The christening had been as extravagant as the new baby’s name. Violet had sewn white silk into a christening gown and her best friend Clarry had brought from Oxford a shawl of snowflakes in soft white lace. Clarry was to be Ruby’s godmother, and she arrived for the christening with other presents too: a rattle with silver bells, and a whole collection of parcels for Ruby’s eight-year-old brother, Will.


Will was already sick of the whole business, the fuss, the new clothes he was required to wear, and the bone-deep knowledge that he would never again be loved as exclusively and completely as he had been loved before the arrival of the ugly, wailing baby. Therefore he unwrapped his torch, his book called The Pirate’s Parrot, his jar of sweets and his box of coloured marbles with very bad grace and when prompted to say thank you, said, ‘They’re just to shut me up.’


To Will’s disappointment, Clarry didn’t immediately turn on him in indignation. Instead, she said cheerfully that maybe he would like them later, and nodded in agreement when he said he supposed they’d do for swaps.


All the grown-ups seemed to be amused by him. They talked to him about trains and school and football, as if he cared. He longed to ask if the brown marks made it more likely that the baby would die soon, but he didn’t dare in case they guessed his darkest thoughts. His life was ruined, and no one understood. He tried to make himself sick in church but failed.


Ruby Amaryllis grew up in the three little rooms over the newsagent’s shop, with her mother and father and Will, who she always treated warily, half ready to run. Plymouth was a naval town, with huge dockyards on the river that had their own train station. Ruby’s father was a porter there, riding backwards and forwards on his bicycle every day. He said when Will was old enough he should get a job there, too.


‘Catch me!’ Will used to exclaim scornfully, whenever this boring idea was suggested. ‘I’m going to do something a lot more exciting than that!’


Will was like his mother; tall, with creamy skin and grey-green eyes. There was no understanding between him and Ruby. She still caused trouble. She was a pest. At school they said, ‘What’s the matter with your sister’s face?’ and he said, ‘I don’t know. It’s horrible.’


‘You’re going red,’ they said, and he would set about them with his fists and get in trouble with the teachers.


Ruby thought Will was much worse than a pest. Ruby thought Will was awful, and had done ever since she was five. There was a scullery behind the shop, and that’s where she’d been the day that she’d heard his voice, husky and solemn, asking, ‘Can I help?’


He had been busy in the backyard with the boy from the house next door. She heard him again. ‘Can I do one, too?’


The scullery door was nearly always a little open, in order to let out the perpetual damp. Ruby had pushed it wider, to look.


They were drowning kittens in a bucket.


‘Stop it! Stop it!’ Ruby had screeched, exploding out and launching herself at Will. ‘Stop it!’ and she’d kicked his shins, headbutted his stomach, grabbed his hair and done her absolute best to drag him to the bucket and drown him too.


Will had not fought back. Instead, he’d held her off at arm’s length, shouted to his friend, ‘Save the black and I’ll make our mum have it,’ then carted her indoors and did his best to explain.


‘You have to drown them,’ he said. ‘There’d be millions of kittens, else. They don’t know nothing. They just go to sleep in the water. I promise.’


‘I hate you and I’m telling Mum!’ wailed Ruby.


‘Telling Mum what?’ demanded Violet from behind.


‘She found me and Danny sorting out them kittens,’ explained Will.


‘They were DROWNING them in a BUCKET,’ roared Ruby, and Violet said, ‘Well, it’s a shame you had to see that.’ (Taking Ruby’s side as usual, thought her brother.) ‘You and Danny should have been more careful, Will.’


‘We were being careful,’ said Will indignantly. ‘We shut their cat Sukey in Dan’s house with the kitten that they’re keeping for themselves, and then we did the other five in our yard so Sukey couldn’t see. We couldn’t have been more careful. We warmed the water, and everything. And I’ve told Danny to save the black for us . . .’


‘Will!’


‘. . . because Ruby’s so upset.’


‘He asked,’ exploded Ruby, ‘if he could help! “Can I do one?” he said. I heard him! He’s a murderer!’


‘Only to learn how,’ said Will.


‘Learn how!’ shouted Ruby.


‘I’ve had enough of this!’ said Will resentfully. ‘Are we having the black or had I better go back and tell Danny—’


‘NO NO NO!’ screamed Ruby, and Violet groaned and said it had better be a boy kitten, that was all, and it was, and when it was old enough it came to live with them and was Ruby’s cat, Sooty. For weeks after that Ruby didn’t know if she was grateful to Will, for saving Sooty, or hated him for what had happened to the rest. She couldn’t forget his voice asking, ‘Can I do one, too?’


Ruby’s dad was not told anything about the whole awful event. Violet ordered that. ‘It would just make him miserable,’ she said. ‘He’s a good dad to the pair of you, and he hates how you quarrel.’


Will and Ruby didn’t argue about that. They knew it was true. And they knew he was a good dad, hard-working and generous, handing over all his earnings to Violet except for a few shillings every Friday. The shillings were usually spent on presents to bring home. Oranges, or a flower in a pot for Violet, another small bell to hang on Sooty’s collar, sometimes a book for them all to share. He was never, ever cross. He was a gentle man.


Violet was the opposite. She was the boss in the family. The three rooms over the shop were rent free because Violet worked there. She was a hard worker and because of her the money stretched like magic so that there were warm suppers every night, schoolbooks and birthday cakes, Christmas stockings and days at the fair, coal for the fire in the living room and the copper in the scullery, where they had their baths on Saturdays and Wednesdays.


Violet made the three rooms into a comfortable home. The living room had a table in the window and a sofa made of boxes and cushions. There was a shelf of books, a little range for cooking and a dresser for the plates and saucepans. Will had the box room to sleep in, and Ruby had a curtained-off corner of her parents’ room. When she was six and went to school and could be trusted with a candle, her parents promised they would whitewash the attic and she could sleep up there, with a view over the rooftops and across to the dockyards.


Ruby turned six, and this happened. Also, she went to school.


For those first years of her life, Ruby hadn’t known there was anything different about her face. The three rooms above the shop were mirror free, and no one ever mentioned it. Not any of the flowery-named relations, nor even Will. Somehow, Violet stopped them all.


That was why, on the first day that Ruby started school, when fifty children, maybe more, looked at her face and demanded, ‘What’s those marks?’ she honestly didn’t know what they were talking about.


She didn’t find out till she got home.


Sooty, now a half-grown cat, came with Ruby to the dark little scullery and watched as she climbed on to the copper to reach down the small speckled mirror that her father used for shaving.


That was when she saw her reflection; saw it properly, for the first time. In truth, the marks were not as shocking as they once had been. They had not grown larger as Ruby grew; they no longer entirely dominated her face. But still, they were bad enough.


Ruby stared and stared.


At school the next day a girl asked, ‘What would happen to your face if you washed it?’


‘I do wash it,’ Ruby said bleakly, still stunned from the scullery mirror.


‘Washed it hard?’ persisted the girl.


It was true, Ruby didn’t wash it hard, and neither did her mother. They didn’t work at it, like her dad did with the nail brush, grinding the station grime out of the cracks in his hands until the water in the basin went scummy and grey. That was hard washing, the way he would scrub and scrub.


And in the end, his hands would be clean.


After school on that second day, Ruby got the bar of soap from its soap dish by the copper, and the family washcloth from its hook, and she scrubbed her face very hard indeed. Her cheeks became hot, and very clean, but her reflection in the mirror didn’t change. Will came in while she was busy, with Danny trailing behind.


Will burst out laughing and said she might as well scrub Sooty white while she was at it, but Danny said solemnly, ‘It’s the water.’


‘What?’ demanded Ruby, spinning round.


‘You need special water.’


‘What special water?’


‘We have special white water at our house,’ said Danny. ‘If you use the right brush it scrubs anything clean.’


‘There’s no such thing as special white water,’ said Ruby stubbornly, and Danny said, ‘Want me to prove it?’


‘How?’


‘Give us Sooty!’ said Danny and suddenly bent and scooped him up and shoved him under his jacket. Then he was gone, with Will running after him, and Ruby shrieking, ‘You dare scrub Sooty! You dare!’


‘I’ll only do one foot,’ called Danny, over his shoulder, and in an incredibly short time was back, with a brown earthenware jug, and Will, clutching a small scrubbing brush and exploding with mirth in the background.


Danny had something squirming under his jacket.


‘Look!’ he said, unfastening his buttons, and out tumbled Sooty, furious and fighting.


With one wet paw, snow-white.


‘Special water,’ said Danny, showing Ruby the jug.


‘And the right brush,’ added Will.


‘You painted him!’ said Ruby and she picked up Sooty (still indignant from the jacket) and looked carefully at his paw.


It wasn’t painted, though. It was truly white, wet but white. Pure white fur with pink skin underneath.


‘See,’ said Danny.


Ruby looked at him, and at Will. She squinted at her reflection in the little speckled mirror. She looked at Sooty.


‘Give me the special water,’ she said at last.


‘Give you?’


‘Yes.’


‘Manners.’


‘Please,’ conceded Ruby. ‘Give me, please.’


‘It costs,’ said Danny. ‘Shilling a jug.’


‘I haven’t got a shilling,’ said Ruby, looking at them both with hate.


‘You’ve got threepence,’ said Will.


It was true. Ruby had got threepence. Every Saturday she had one, shiny silver from her dad.


‘Hmm,’ said Danny. ‘Perhaps.’ Then he made Ruby fetch her threepence and say please, and also pretty-please-with-sugar-on-top, but at last he nodded to Will to hand over the scrubbing brush and gave Ruby the jug and she looked inside at the white water and said, ‘It’s milk.’


‘Milk!’ scoffed Danny. ‘Taste it and you’ll drop dead.’


‘Dead as dead,’ said Will.


Then they took Ruby’s silver threepence and went away and they left her with the jug and Sooty.


Sooty sniffed the jug.


‘No, no,’ said Ruby urgently, just in case, and she poured the special white water carefully into the enamel wash basin, where it looked more than ever like milk and Sooty sniffed even harder and patted with his white paw.


Ruby stuck in the tip of a finger and licked it. It was very salty and unpleasant but she didn’t drop dead.


Sooty asked for a taste again.


‘It’s not for drinking,’ Ruby told him and she picked up the scrubbing brush and dipped it in the wash basin. Then she gritted her teeth and began to scrub.


On the other side of the scullery door Will and Danny laughed and laughed in silent, doubled-over agony.


Ruby scrubbed until she bled red blood into the white water and she couldn’t see in the little mirror for the tears of pain in her eyes. Sooty, meanwhile, turned into two cats.


Two cats.


At first Ruby didn’t notice, and then she did, because they were both sitting on their haunches watching her. Two sooty dark cats, one with a white paw, one entirely black.


Two of them.


Two.


‘Two cats?’ said Ruby, and called, ‘Sooty, Sooty,’ and both Sooties came and rubbed their heads on her hands and she was entirely bewildered and cried, ‘How?’


On the other side of the scullery door, Will and Danny gasped in pain, beset with laughter, and Ruby heard them.


Then Ruby’s mother arrived. She saw the boys, staggering around, still howling with mirth. She saw the jug and brush, which had both been hurled. She saw smashed brown pottery on the floor.


‘Ruby AMARYLLIS!’ shouted Violet, and grabbed her so she had to stop kicking the boys with her new school shoes, all stained with salty milk.


Ruby’s face was so swollen, her left eye wouldn’t open. It burned like fire. It was a week before she went back to school. First she couldn’t, because her face was so sore, and then she wouldn’t because her heart was so sore. By the time she did, everyone knew the story.


‘My beautiful Ruby,’ said Ruby’s father, and he polished her school shoes until they were as bright as conkers and gave her a pink balloon, a green hair ribbon and a sherbet dab. Even so, every day of that week she was sent to bed early, not for kicking and fighting, but for being so silly.


Said Violet.


Also, every day of that week Will had dry bread and milk for supper and dry bread and milk for breakfast and dry bread and milk to take to school for his dinner and nothing else, not even butter. His father could hardly bear it. He said, ‘Your little sister, Will.’


‘Little tiger,’ said Will.


His father put a sherbet dab behind the clock for him, and said, ‘That’s for when you’re friends again.’


‘It can stay there then,’ said Will, and it did.


One interesting thing happened, which was that the white-pawed cat never went back home. It wouldn’t. It refused to stay there. It went to live with Ruby and Sooty.


It wouldn’t answer to its name. Ruby had to pick a new one for it: Paddle.


‘You can tell them at school about Paddle and Sooty,’ said her mother, encouragingly, but Ruby never told anyone at school anything.


Around her grew legends. The legend of the scrubbing of the dark marks on her face. Of the stolen cat. Of her strange name. There wasn’t another Ruby in the school, never mind an Amaryllis. The marks on her face would not paint out, not with Violet’s face cream and powder, nor with flour mixed up to paste.


Once Ruby found a fallen bunch of cherry blossom, tumbled in the street. Carefully, she licked the pale pink petals, stuck them on, and peered into the little speckled mirror. It almost worked: there, for a few moments, was a girl she had never seen. Green eyes, astonished. Dark curls and dark eyebrows. A missing front tooth.


‘Look!’ cried Ruby to her mother, but the cherry petals would not stay. They curled with the warmth of her skin and fell.


‘Are they still saying things at school?’ demanded Violet fiercely, and Ruby, equally fiercely said, ‘I don’t care if they do.’


Violet cared, though. She marched to school and through the gates which parents hardly ever passed and gave out orders in the playground: ‘You leave my Ruby alone!’


So they did.









THREE



Kate


Oxford, 1928–1936
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Kate was the youngest and her name was Katherine Clarissa, after Clarry, who was her aunt and her godmother too.


‘Say you’ll do it, please say you will,’ Vanessa, Kate’s mother, had pleaded. ‘It’ll be easy. You only have to adore her.’


‘Only,’ remarked Kate’s father gloomily, looking down at his newest daughter, half lost in the shabby billows of the family christening dress, and he joggled her a little, to see if she would smile.


She didn’t. She was a skinny, purplish person with an ancient unhappy frown. Nevertheless, Clarry laughed at her brother and said, ‘Don’t be silly, Peter. I’ll have no trouble adoring her at all.’


‘As if anybody could!’ exclaimed Vanessa, and added that Kate could be a friend to Clarry’s other god-daughter, Ruby, in Plymouth.


‘They can write to each other,’ agreed Clarry.


‘I don’t know about the one in Plymouth,’ said Kate’s father, ‘but this one here doesn’t strike me as the literary type.’


‘You’re wrong, you know,’ said Clarry. ‘She has a very intelligent face.’


Peter said that it was a common mistake to confuse baldness with brains, but good old Clarry anyway, and Vanessa said, ‘Yes, definitely, it’s awful trying to find godparents for six, Clarry, you’ve no idea, people just run. We’d have nobbled you ages ago but you were always off gallivanting with Rupert at the critical moment.’


‘Oh, well, you’ve nobbled me now,’ said Clarry cheerfully.


Kate was the last of the Penrose children, who had begun with Janey, who was brainy, swiftly followed by untidy, merry Bea. Bea wore glasses that she lost so often she tied them on a string, and ran a farm on her bedroom windowsill: carrot tops growing in saucers, two mice in a box and a flowerpot of earth where she planted apple pips.


Janey and Bea were a team, and Simon and Tod (whose real name was Rupert), the good-looking musical twins, were another. After Simon and Tod came noisy, impulsive Charlie. And then there was Kate, who was not brainy or untidy or merry or good-looking or musical or noisy or impulsive. Kate was shy and breathless and had to be looked after and have orange juice with cod liver oil because she caught illnesses so easily. This meant she missed a lot of school and in winter was wrapped in extra warm layers, in foggy weather kept indoors, and on rainy days was steered around puddles and had umbrellas held over her head. Even in summer, Kate sneezed and sneezed with hay fever, although she lived on a street in Oxford where there wasn’t any hay for miles.


Kate’s parents kept her carefully close, within arms’ reach if they were out and about, beside them in the car if they were driving. They did this so as to be handy if she needed help. People always did help Kate. ‘Pass it over,’ they would say, if she dried knives and forks too slowly in the kitchen, or struggled to undo a knot, or turn a key, or sharpen a pencil. In the mornings someone (usually Bea) would plait her hair into two mouse-coloured tails, in the evenings someone else (usually Janey) would whizz her through her homework. Her shoes were always magically polished and her bed magically made.


Except for her illnesses, Kate’s life was entirely safe. Bea fell flat on her face roller-skating, smashing her glasses and chipping a large corner off a new front tooth. Janey broke her arm when her bike skidded sideways racing Tod and Simon across the market street cobbles. Charlie, practising being a burglar, climbed a long way up a drainpipe before it detached slowly from the wall. Simon and Tod found and repaired an ancient leaky punt, which frequently disintegrated mid river and sent them home dripping and shivering.


But nothing ever happened to Kate except kindness and illness.


‘Is she like Beth in Little Women?’ Bea once worried to Janey, but Janey said, no, Beth only got ill because she visited sick people to take them muffins and firewood and other useful things. Completely the opposite to Kate, who was ill naturally, without helping anyone. Janey explained this, and Bea nodded, reassured.


Although it did make Kate sound a little bit useless.


‘I expect she’s brilliant at something we haven’t discovered yet,’ said Bea, and Janey said probably, yes.


Kate was actually very good at being nearly invisible. A number of people hardly noticed she existed and one of these was Rupert, the Rupert after whom Tod was named. To everyone except Kate, Rupert was a sort of unofficial uncle.


‘Why aren’t you a real uncle?’ Charlie asked him.


‘Because I’m not a relation.’


‘Not even a bit?’


‘Not at all.’


‘But did you used to be?’


‘I used to think I was,’ admitted Rupert. ‘But then I went to India and found out that I wasn’t.’


‘How?’


‘Oh,’ said Rupert, ‘it’s hard to explain. No, it’s not. It’s easy. I found out that my father wasn’t the person I thought he was. And that meant my grandparents weren’t the people I thought they were. No one was who I thought they were. It explained a lot.’


‘What?’


‘Like why my parents dumped me on my not-really grandparents in Cornwall when I was three. And why the not-really grandparents dumped me at boarding school when I was seven. That sort of thing.’


‘Were you very sad?’ asked Bea, and she touched his sleeve sympathetically.


‘Not at all. I’d guessed already. I just needed to know the truth.’


‘We would never dump you,’ said Bea, and Charlie agreed, ‘You’re safe now, promise.’


‘Stuck,’ said Janey.


‘Trapped,’ said Tod.


‘You don’t dump us, we won’t dump you,’ agreed Simon, and Rupert solemnly shook hands with all of them, except Kate, who was as usual, invisible, and said, ‘Deal.’


But none of this was really necessary, because Rupert was part of the family anyway, mobbed every time he came through the door, hauled off to look at the drainpipe, taken for trips in the leaky punt, and advised, for the hundredth time, that he’d better marry Clarry.


‘True,’ said Rupert. ‘But easier said than done.’


‘Why?’


‘Bit busy, both of us.’


‘It would only take an afternoon!’


Rupert laughed, and said, ‘Look at the time, I must be off. Bye, you Penroses. Be good.’


‘You’re always going!’ Charlie complained, and it was true, he was. Rupert doubled their pocket money, made them laugh, provided boxes of fireworks on November the fifth, but more than anything, he vanished.


‘Where are you going this time?’ demanded Janey.


‘London, of course,’ said Rupert. ‘Work in the morning.’


‘What sort of work?’


‘I’m a servant,’ Rupert told her, solemnly. ‘Civil. And uncivil, sometimes. In Westminster and Whitehall. I listen to people. I listen and say, “Do you think so?” and they pay me.’


‘Just for that?’ demanded Bea incredulously.


‘Yes,’ he said.


‘They can’t pay you much,’ said Janey. ‘Not for that and nothing else.’


‘True,’ agreed Rupert, ‘but every little helps. One day I’ll take you with me, and show you.’


After he’d gone they looked at each and said, ‘He won’t,’ but they were wrong.


He began with Janey and Bea, taking them on the train to London, showing them the long corridors and dusty courtyards of Westminster, the cupboards in walls with mousetraps inside and what it was in the middle of the clock tower of Big Ben.


‘Stairs,’ reported Janey.


‘Stairs and a cat,’ said Bea.


‘I didn’t see a cat,’ said Janey. ‘Are you sure that you did, Bea? You do see things that aren’t there sometimes.’


‘I saw the cat,’ said Clarry, who happened to be visiting. ‘I stroked it too. It followed us right to the top of the staircase.’


‘You and Rupert?’


‘Yes. Very early one morning. An inky-black cat, like a shadow with golden eyes.’


‘That was the one,’ agreed Bea, who had loved the whole adventure, but the cat most of all.


After that, Rupert would often swoop over to Oxford for a handful of Penroses and cart them away to see the sights. In Westminster he would park them on the green leather seats of the Commons or the red leather seats of the Lords, where Janey and Bea roosted like swallows, listening intently. In contrast to their brothers, who read comics, wrote unparliamentary poetry in their heads, exploded into painful silent giggles, and in Charlie’s case, bounced with indignation and had to be carted away like a bundle. Quite often on those trips, a Penrose would hear, ‘Ah, Rupert, if you have a minute . . .’ and then, after much more than a minute, fidgeting hours it seemed sometimes, ‘Do you think so? Oh.’


At school, no one believed Janey when she told them where she’d been and what she’d seen. ‘Mousetraps?’ they asked, and those who had imagined Big Ben to be like a giant grandfather clock, ‘Steps inside? Cats?’


‘One cat, anyway,’ said Janey, but even one cat was too much for most of them, so Janey stopped talking about their trips to London with Rupert, although it was hard to keep quiet when he gave her and Bea one of the Trafalgar Square lions for their own, to share.


When the twins heard of this, they demanded a lion too.


‘The rest belong to other people,’ said baffling Rupert, and took Tod and Simon to South Kensington and gave them the Minerals Gallery in the Natural History Museum instead. ‘Just you two,’ he said. ‘Not Charlie. It’s not a place for Charlie to be charging about. All that glass. And meteors. Asking for trouble.’


The twins agreed, and they didn’t tell Charlie, but he found out anyway and was outraged and demanded to be given the polar bear instead. It was an enormous yellow beast with a narrow, furious gaze and shoulders like monuments, and Charlie admired it very much. But Rupert was unhelpful. He said the bear was not his to give away, and if he was, he’d keep him for himself. However, to cheer Charlie up he took him swimming in the Serpentine, which was excitingly full of ducks and paper bags and other things, floating and submerged. One of these caught Charlie by his foot and he screeched and screeched, remembering too clearly underwater monsters he had seen in the museum and assumed to be extinct.


‘There are no ichthyosaurs in the Serpentine,’ said Rupert sternly, and dived and retrieved an old umbrella and clambered out with it on to the bank showing all his awful purple scars as if he didn’t care. It was a black umbrella and Rupert opened it and closed it and said, ‘I wonder if I knew the man who owned it,’ in such a thoughtful, alarming way that even unquenchable Charlie was silent.


‘Well,’ said Rupert, shooting out the umbrella’s slimy folds and examining the pointy bit. ‘You have to admit, it’s odd.’


‘Why?’


‘No concealed sword. No hidden camera. No wind damage, so it’s not been used for parachuting.’


‘Parachuting?’


‘Didn’t you hear? Nothing like that. Perfectly good umbrella.’


‘Can I keep it?’


‘No, of course not,’ said Rupert, and hung it by its greenish-yellow handle from the back of a bench and then he made Charlie trot about to warm up and afterwards they went to tea in a Lyons’ tea shop. There they had Welsh rarebit which wasn’t even on the menu and only appeared because Rupert said, ‘Oh, do you think so?’ to the waitress girl when she said it wasn’t possible. These must have been magic words, because seconds later she was taking down instructions about grated cheese and a little mustard (French, of course) and a beaten egg and beer. It was so good that Charlie ate three platefuls and turned down ice cream in favour of a fourth.
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