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To my mother, 'Ago' Fadoa:






1

Even now, after all these years, I can hardly bear to look in
a mirror. If I had my way, I would shatter every mirror in
the house rather than glimpse my reflection unawares. Yet
it's not my looks that bother me. I have been told I am like
my mother, beautiful some might say, with eyes as bright as
a cat's, skin the colour of midnight. I have a long face,
generous lips and folds around my neck, which suggest I
was born gasping, adorned with the coiled necklaces of an
African fertility doll.

I used to think that if I could only trust my instincts I
would be able to catch the glint in my eyes and smile. But
ever since Polly, I haven't been able to trust myself again.

After all, if I'd behaved appropriately, saying the right words
at the right time, keeping silent when necessary, the past
would have turned out differently. I would never have gone
to that school, I wouldn't have met Polly; I wouldn't have
gone home with her; the trunks in the attic of the manor
house where she lived might have remained sealed for ever,
and the chain of events we unleashed by opening them might
have been avoided. Perhaps if we had never met, Polly would
still be alive.

I would like to believe I've recovered from the anger that
almost engulfed me when she died; but until I can contain
my rage it's safer for everyone if I live on my own in a room
without mirrors. When I look into them, I am bruised by
memories of Polly. She didn't see what I see, the ghosts eyeing
my reflection. She didn't tap the hidden secrets of mirrors
to contemplate the horror they reveal.

I'd like to put her behind me, once and for all, instead of
dwelling on her day after day by hiding from my image.
Perhaps if I can appease her by remembering the past,
recounting the detail of what happened between us, I'll be
able to look at myself. Then, instead of seeing Polly glaring
at me, I'll see my own face again. If it were simply an effort
of will, I might have done this years ago and the spell would
have long been broken. As it is, those events I lived through
have captured a part of me; to free myself I can no longer
avoid them. Perhaps if I set them out in an orderly fashion
I can begin to understand what happened and how events
conspired to make me what I am. Perhaps then I will be
able to relinquish this fear I carry with me everywhere. And
through making this offering, like a libation, and asking my
precursors to listen sympathetically as I piece together the
past, perhaps I shall reclaim myself and be at ease once again.





2

Until recently, whenever I thought of Polly, I remembered
the last time I saw her alive. She was leaning out of an
upstairs window of Graylings, wearing a scarlet dressing-gown
that set her unruly curls alight. Beside her, with a hand
on her shoulder, was her mother, Isobel. It was Christmas
Eve and I was with a group of carol singers from Sunday
School. We were singing carols in aid of the World Wildlife
Fund and when we had sung the final chorus of 'The Holly
and the Ivy' I shook the box of donations I was carrying.
Polly waved at me, shouting my name, inviting me in. Then
she ran downstairs with her mother and opened the front
door.

She led me into her house, the other singers trampling in
behind. She took my arms and pulled me close. Her blanket
of golden hair fell against my face; I felt the pulse of her
breath as she warmed my body with hers. Even now, years
later, whenever I am out in the cold over Christmas, my
cheeks numb, my feet frozen; whenever I hear the melody
of half-pagan English songs, I glimpse a flash of gold and
scarlet waving at a window and, catching my breath, holding
it as I remember how tightly she drew me to her, I try to
grasp Polly once again.



We were not always good friends: 'Best friends. Friends for
ever,' as she put it. We weren't always blood sisters, our lives
flowing through each other's veins. To begin with I was wary
of her, sniffing her out as a cat might an unfamiliar species.

Polly Venus arrived at school nine months after me. When
I first met her she exuded the arrogance of a bird of prey
and the seductive gaze of a gazelle. I didn't much like her
and if Major Derby hadn't asked me to look after her, I
would have avoided Polly, sticking by Beth, who was my
closest friend at the time. But Major Derby, who with his
wife owned and ran the prep school we attended, asked me
to take care of Polly. He thought I should come out of
myself more and get involved with my surroundings. To
begin with, Beth had looked out for me, and knowing how
strange it is being a new girl – like a snail that, having lost
its shell, spends all its time looking for it, leaving a trail of
tears everywhere – I didn't have much choice but to be civil
to Polly.

The Derbys were my legal guardians. 'We're in loco
parentis,' they used to say when they looked after me over
the school holidays. I didn't mind for the most part, but I
hated the start of a new term when I saw other children
with their parents and was forced to bear witness to tender
gestures of farewell. I avoided them by hiding in the school
playroom: a long room with a radiator running down one
side and a Victorian rocking-horse in the corner. I was sitting
against the radiator, an open book on my lap, when Major
Derby put his head round the door. He was a bear of a man
with the long, loping stride of an Irish wolfhound. He smiled
at me: 'The new girl's arrived, Ajuba.'

The expression on my face must have betrayed my reluctance
to do what was required of me, for he added: 'She'll
be needing you soon, and you remember what it was like,
don't you, sweetie?'

I did. I slammed the book shut, aware that he was
appealing to the part of me that struggled to overcome an
ingrained shyness and attempted to laugh at other people's
jokes.

Major Derby and his wife were ardent conservationists
and often told us that they wanted to leave the world a better
place for having passed through it. Nothing pleased them
more, they said, than knowing that the children in their care
shared the values they believed in: a respect for nature and
all living things. I didn't much care for their love of what
they termed 'outdoor activities', which entailed trudging
through the countryside in inclement weather, but I knew
instinctively that the Derbys' mission was also to conserve
the good qualities they saw in each of us, nurturing us until
we flourished at their school. His appeal to my better nature
made me not want to let Major Derby down.

I ran upstairs to Exe, the dormitory where I slept with
the other girls in Seniors. I rushed in, throwing the book
on my bed, and saw Polly Venus for the first time.

She was standing beside her father, a tall, tousle-haired
man who was deep in conversation with Maria Richardson's
mother. According to Maria, another inmate of Exe, her
mother was a famous journalist who campaigned on behalf
of downtrodden people everywhere. From starving children
in Africa to homeless vagrants in London, Emily Richardson
waved a flag on their behalf, trumpeting good causes. From
the way she wrapped herself in conversation with Polly's
father, I couldn't help wondering if Emily Richardson had
much time for anything other than herself.

Both adults seemed oblivious to Maria's clumsy attempt
at befriending the new girl by offering her a Mars bar. From
the look on Polly's face, she was either bored or filled with
such disdain for Maria that she could barely bring herself to
glance at her. Evidently, Polly Venus didn't like chocolate.

'Hi,' I said. I told her my name, adding gloomily, 'I'm
meant to look after you.'

The new girl was dazzling, with a sleek veneer of self-assurance
that made it apparent that she was conscious of her
long-limbed beauty and knew how to use it. Her eyes were a
flash of kingfisher-blue and when she looked at me, sizing me
up, it was as if a blaze of colour had woken me for the first
time at school. Polly gazed at me, remarking in a dry, American
accent: 'What makes you think I need looking after?'

New girls weren't supposed to be cocky. They were
supposed to be downcast and despondent, as I had been.

'I don't have to look after you if you don't want me to
but Major Derby says I should because you're new. Maria
can do it if you'd rather.'

I hoped she would prefer Maria to show her around; but
Polly sighed deeply and said: 'No, thanks. I guess you'll do.'

Her lack of enthusiasm reflected my own, yet I was determined
to make an effort. 'Is that your dad?' I asked.

'Yeah. He's a foreign correspondent.'

'Are you foreign as well?'

'Kind of. We've been living in Washington for ever. I didn't
want to come here. I don't think I'm the kind of kid that
suits boarding school. But, hey, adults, huh? They have no
idea how to handle pre-teenagers.'

I didn't have a clue what a pre-teenager was. But the fact
that Polly saw herself as foreign, and didn't want to be at
boarding school in England, helped me empathise: 'I know
what you mean,' I mumbled.

Maria didn't, for she said very loudly, 'Don't take any
notice of Ajuba, Polly. You're going to have a wonderful time.
Josh and I simply love it here. That's why Mummy told Peter
and Isobel about the school. Mummy knew we'd be the best
of friends. Mummy, isn't that true?'

Josh was Maria's older brother. Vaguely aware of her
daughter's intervention, Emily Richardson grunted in Maria's
direction. Her eyes remained fixed on Peter Venus. They both
had their diaries open and were jotting down numbers,
suggesting possible dates to meet. The crackle of electricity
between them, the intensity of her absorption in him,
reminded me of the honey-eyed rabbits we sometimes watched
on the top lawn at school: a doe thrusting her tail in a buck's
face until she got his full attention. It was what Aunt Rose,
my mother's sister, called Hanky-Panky: the activity my father
indulged in with his girlfriends. 'Men are helpless creatures
when it comes to women,' Aunt Rose said. 'A woman has to
be her own watchdog, Ajuba. Never forget it.'

I hadn't forgotten. I recognised, even then, that the
frequency with which Emily Richardson tossed back her hair,
teasing the silver stud in her ear with nicotine-stained finger,
was because she had allowed her watchdog to fall asleep.

Perhaps mindful of her father's charm, Polly responded
with rigid indifference when it wasn't directed at her; she
appeared contemptuous of her surroundings, staring blankly
into space to avoid my eyes, but I sensed that she was listening
to his every word.

Intrigued, I asked: 'What does a foreign correspondent do?'

Polly sniffed, 'He writes for a newspaper, silly.'

'Oh, like Maria's mother. Is he fond of victims as well?'

'No way! Politics is his thing. He gets to talk to powerful
people.'

'Like who?'

She didn't have a chance to enlighten me, because the
adults were preparing to leave. They promised to meet up
in London and a hint of panic unsettled Polly's face as she
clasped her father's hand, rubbing a cheek against his jacket.
He stroked her hair and kissed her, reassuring her that all
would be well; if she needed to talk she had his London
numbers and Isobel was only a few miles away. For a moment
Polly clung to her father, her arms draped around his waist.
I thought she was going to cry and that when he had gone
I would have to console a new girl who thought so little of
me she'd dismissed me as silly. I needn't have worried. Polly
didn't shrink into herself as I had done to keep body and
soul together when my father left me with the Derbys in
Devon. Instead, gathering strength from her father's caresses,
his mention of his best friend Barnaby whom he'd met at
school, Polly inhaled deeply and appeared to expand. She
straightened her back and stepped away from her father,
before escorting him out of Exe with as much dignity as Mrs
Derby had had when seeing my own father off. When she
returned with no trace of redness in her eyes, I was impressed.
So much so, that I set aside my reservations and offered to
help her unpack her trunk.

I soon realised that Polly Venus, meticulous in the ordering
of her possessions, the placing of colour-coordinated knickers
and clothes in the appropriate drawers and wardrobes, was
much more organised than I ever would be. Moreover, she
possessed a treasure trove of comics, which she stashed in
the locker by her bed. I was flipping through one of them,
beguiled and bewildered by its lurid contents, its glossy depiction
of a subterranean world of which I had no knowledge,
when Beth Bradshaw ran in with her dogs.

No animals were allowed in dormitories, not even Maria's
hamster, which was kept in the school stables. But the
Bradshaws went everywhere with Whiskey and Soda, their
black labradors, and whenever Beth returned to school, for
the first half-hour Bradshaw rules, which encouraged
mayhem and excessive high spirits, prevailed. There was
vigorous barking and the thumping of tails followed by
imperious, futile commands of: 'Down, dog! Silly dog! Oh,
how I love you!' Beth was passionate about animals. She
seemed more distressed saying goodbye to her dogs than to
her mother, a fat, rumbustious woman I rather liked.

'You'll come and see us again soon, won't you, Ajuba?'

Mrs Bradshaw rarely spoke in a normal voice; she bellowed
as if everyone around her was hard of hearing. They were a
noisy family and I had learned how to shout and laugh very
loudly when I stayed on their farm in the holidays.

Falling into the Bradshaw groove, chameleon-like, I yelled
in my best British accent: 'Yes, please!'

'That's my girl!' Mrs Bradshaw waved goodbye, while Beth
kneeled to kiss her dogs, their tongues washing her lips with
saliva. Polly glanced at me, raising an eyebrow in disgust, a
sentiment I shared.

As I was the only girl in Seniors not to have joined the
Wildlife Rangers, it was well known among my peers that
my feelings for animals were disengaged at best: a fatal aberration
of character that occasionally led to discord with Beth.

Dark-haired and green-eyed, she was wholeheartedly English
in her capacity to be moved by the plight of animals. Her
features constantly changed; she would be laughing one
moment and then in despair the next over some injustice or
other involving seals or whales. Indeed, she had once told
me that if God existed she was convinced he was a whale.
The raising of the Venus eyebrow, a drawbridge retreating
into a castle, warned me that a skirmish lay ahead.

Beth launched the opening salvo simply by being herself.
Instead of family photographs on her locker, she arranged
portraits of her pets: her ponies, Brillo and Flash, her dogs
and her cat, Spider.

Polly remarked wryly: 'I see you like animals.'

We were sitting on Beth's bed with Maria sampling chunks
of homemade fudge that Mrs Bradshaw had prepared for
the start of the new term.

'Don't you like animals?' Beth retorted.

'I guess they are kind of cute.'

'Cute? Cute? Ajuba, she said animals are cute! Animals
are magnificent!' Beth exclaimed. 'They're wonderful! They're
much better than we are. They're superior to humans in
every way imaginable.'

'Oh, yes, cockroaches and rattlesnakes and rats are much
better,' Maria interjected.

'They're not animals,' retorted Beth.

'Rats are too,' said Maria.

'Rats are vermin. Like hamsters.'

'Godfrey isn't vermin. He's mine,' Maria wailed.

'Makes no difference. Vermin is vermin and that's that!'

Polly raised her eyebrow again. It was a facial tic I would
see often in the coming weeks as, observing Beth's natural
exuberance and then catching my eye, she would smile in
gentle derision of my first friend at school. The inference
was that Beth was childish.

Being party to the twitching eyebrow made me uncomfortable.
In a way that I didn't then comprehend, my diffidence
and sensibility as an outsider made me a useful ally in
Polly's ascendancy in Exe and, once Exe had been conquered,
its inmates subjugated, Seniors, our class. While Maria's eagerness
to become the new girl's 'best friend' rendered her peripheral
to Polly's campaign, Beth, through no fault of her own
other than feeling more at home at school than the rest of
us, became the target of Polly's opprobrium.

In those early days a glance from Polly, followed by scarcely
audible put-downs such as 'Jeez', 'What a loser!', 'Is that girl
totally insane?' underlined by the raised eyebrow, punctured
Beth's enthusiasm, leaving a flicker of surprise on her face.
She seemed unaware that the lightness of spirit and good
humour which made her a force to be reckoned with in
Seniors were the very qualities that Polly resented.

Embarrassed by my inadvertent collusion with the Venus
eyebrow, yet half in thrall to the new girl already, I tried to
find a way to accommodate Polly's presence in our lives. At
the end of our first week of sardonic 'Hallos' and 'Is she on
the same planet as us?' I begged Beth to talk about an incident
that was part of Exe folklore.

Laughing the irrepressible Bradshaw laugh, Beth regaled
us with our favourite tale. One Friday on a winter afternoon,
when the Derbys were out, she'd responded to a dare
from Joshua Richardson. Joshua and his friends had placed
bets against her being able to climb the highest tree in the
Washing Line Wood – an enormous beech nicknamed
Methuselah. Tucking her skirt in her knickers and licking
the palms of her hands for luck, Beth hauled herself up.
After a climb of over half an hour, she reached the top and
tossed her knickers down, shouting obscenities at the boys
below. She won five pounds in total, a pound from every
boy in Joshua's gang. Beth shared the money with me.

'Cool,' Polly murmured, genuinely impressed. 'Boys are
such suckers.'

On this point at least all three of us agreed. We were of
an age when boys left us indifferent; we thought them stupid,
clumsy; a waste of time and space. So much so, that our
antipathy forged a sense of solidarity between us: a shared
knowledge of our innate superiority, which extended to
Maria as well.

By the end of the second week of term, Polly's charisma,
enhanced by an American glamour that set her apart, was
drawing us into her private world. She possessed a macabre
interest in murder. She talked about it incessantly, giving vivid
descriptions of murder scenes: exactly how the crime had been
committed. And when we were primed, desperate to know
how a culprit had been punished and moral order restored,
she would change tack. Instead of satisfying our lust for retribution,
she'd start describing in detail the state of decomposition
a corpse had reached by the time it was discovered.

In this, her abiding passion, her fascination with violent
death, I was a helpless accomplice. The pile of comics I had
rummaged through on her first day at school, and continued
to mull over whenever the opportunity presented itself, were
the source of Polly's hold over us, especially me. She was an
enthusiastic subscriber to True Murder, an American monthly
made up of features and comic strips of the world's most
sensational killings. The magazines, thick and glossy, opened
up a landscape of perversity depicted in primary colours. It
was my willingness to enter this underground world, delving
into the shadows of Polly's imagination, that changed our
lives irrevocably.

One evening before Lights Out, when Polly was halfway
through her daily ritual of brushing her hair one hundred
times, I became so aroused by the salacious description of
the True Murder case I was scrutinising that I began reading
aloud. I knew the magazine was one the Derbys would
describe as unsavoury, but I didn't care. Polly's fascination
had rubbed off on me and I wanted to entice Maria and
Beth into the terrifying terrain of the criminally insane. Sure
enough, soon they were captivated as well.

'"He seemed an ordinary guy. He held down a regular job
and he was liked. But Jeffrey Dahmer, the mass murderer of
Milwaukee, killed at least seventeen people before he was
caught."' I paused for dramatic effect; then, realising what
Jeffrey Dahmer had done, I whispered in horror, 'And he ate
them.'

I flung the magazine down, nauseated. True Murder was
not always as ghoulish as the Brothers Grimm, but what
gripped me, filling me with revulsion and secret pleasure,
was that what I read had actually occurred. The stories weren't
make-believe. They were devastatingly real. Beth and Maria
lunged for the magazine and Beth, being taller, elbowed
Maria out of the way. Beneath a photograph of an intelligent-looking
young man, she found where I'd left off, and
continued: '"The sixty-million-dollar question is: how did
this regular guy become the Monster of Milwaukee?"'

Beth looked at Polly. The only audible answer was the
steady counting of brushstrokes, so she examined Dahmer's
portrait instead. 'He looks ordinary,' she said, astonished.

'That's the way the cookie crumbles.'

 A knowing smile
played on Polly's lips as she came to the end of her pre-teen
grooming and tied her hair up in a knot.

'What d'you mean?' Maria asked.

'You guys are something else. Do I have to explain everything
to you?' Before anyone could protest, Polly went on:
'Listen, most murderers are people you know. You marry
them, you eat with them. They're family. Right?'

We nodded, though why we didn't know: we had never
thought along these lines before. Tiny beads of sweat started
pricking my armpits as the wooden floorboards of Exe, the
ground we had walked every day without mishap, began to
shift, tilting us towards a precipice. Relishing our stunned
silence, Polly slipped into bed. When she was settled, an
elbow on her pillow, she continued our education: the facts
of life as she understood them after a year's subscription to
the magazine.

'Take those kids from California, the Menendez boys,' she
began. 'They whack their parents and when they're caught,
they say their pop abused them as kids. Neat, huh?'

'Couldn't they have called Childline?' asked Maria.

Polly raised an eyebrow. 'They were way too old for that.'

'You're never too old to ask for help.'

 Maria had learnt
her mother's mantras well.

'Listen, people don't go for counselling when they want
to whack someone. They do it. Period.'

'Is that what Americans always do?' I asked. 'Don't you
people have any respect at all? How could they kill the people
who brought them into the world?'

'Oh, yeah! And nobody gets murdered in Ghana, do they?'

Polly's riposte silenced me. The more I thought about it, the
more I realised that Polly's stay in Washington, DC, a city
she claimed was the most violent in the world, made her
and Americans very different to other humans.

'Anyone you know get whacked?' Polly asked the question
of no one in particular.

Beth shook her head sadly, and then, remembering a great-aunt
butchered by bandits in China, she revealed the little
she knew. It had been during the Chinese Civil War and it
had happened on a train. Her great-great-aunt Harriet had
been a formidable Anglican missionary; but ignorant of the
details of her demise, Beth stumbled at yet another fence
Polly had placed before her.

'How about you, Aj?'

I remembered a distant relative, a military man my
mother had once spoken of: 'A long time ago, my mother's
cousin was murdered. The Army executed him when they
seized power. But they couldn't kill him with ordinary
bullets.'

Polly's eyes lit up. 'How come?'

'He'd done nothing wrong, you see, so God was on his
side. The bullets bounced off his skin.'

 I looked at my roommates,
preparing to change my story if they sneered. Their
silence encouraged me to proceed. 'In the end they killed
him with a special bullet. A bullet made from Ashanti gold.'

Polly's eyebrow went up again.

'It's possible. It could've happened that way.'

 Quixotic in
temperament, Beth was always inclined to give me the benefit
of the doubt.

'Oh, yeah? Don't tell me you believe in the tooth fairy as
well?'

If Polly was unconvinced, Maria, whose father had been
killed in Angola, wasn't so sure. 'Africa's a strange place,' she
said. 'All sorts of weird things happen there.'

'And if you believe in God, anything's possible,' I added
emphatically.

Polly gave a snort of derision. 'Get real,' she said.
Gathering her knees to her chest, she was suddenly serious.
It seemed that now the inadequacy of our shared experience
had been fully exposed, she was ready to reveal what she'd
wanted to all along. 'When I lived in Washington, my best
friend Jacinth Ellberg got whacked. I saw her dead body.'

The horrified expression on our faces seemed to be what
Polly had craved all along. She now had our undivided attention.
Savouring her power, she told her story with the
consummate control of a leading actress in a slowly unfolding
melodrama.

'It was the Fourth of July and Jacinth was expecting me.
When I got to her house, cops were everywhere. They
wouldn't let me in, so I tell them I'm invited and I've got
to see Jacinth. Then this big guy – a lieutenant, I guess –
tries to tell me something, but he can't. He's crying and soon
they're all crying. They say Jacinth's dead.'

'How did she die?' I asked.

'Mr Ellberg went nuts and murdered them all with a
shotgun. Jacinth, and his wife. He even whacked the dog.'

'The dog as well?' Beth was horrified.

'Yeah. Frisbee, a red setter.'

'Hang on a minute,' said Maria. 'How did you get to see
her body? They wouldn't let me see Daddy when he died.'

For a moment, Polly looked Maria straight in the eye. She
looked at all three of us, and then, as if finding it impossible
to disclose what she'd experienced, she closed her eyes,
opening them again slowly. 'I went home, came round a
back way, and slipped through a side door. Jacinth was in
the den, a blanket over her. I lifted the cover . . .'

'What did she look like?' I whispered.

'Like a doll. She looked like a broken doll in a red dress.

She was sticky with blood.'

'Did you cry?'

'Only babies cry,' said Polly, shaking her head. 'I wept.'






End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/images/True_Murder_F1.jpg
RANDOM HOUSE @BOOKS

True Murder

Yaba Badoe






OPS/images/True_Murder_01.jpg
JONATHAN CAPE
LONDON





