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1
            Chapter One

         

         There she is again in that little window, just under the roof across the street from me, where nobody should be. Nobody. Mum says the attics over there are full of boxes and rat droppings, and that’s all. The banks and offices don’t use them anymore.

         But for the second day running, I can see her, a pale girl with her chin on her arms, staring straight ahead, looking just as bored as I feel. And she still hasn’t seen me. We’re at different heights and she’d need to look down, but I can’t believe she hasn’t. This street is so narrow that the buildings on each side seem to lean towards each other.

         I lift my hand and wave slowly, in case she scares away. She doesn’t notice. I do it again, faster this time. Still nothing. She hasn’t moved, so I lift my camera, take a picture of her and check it out. And now there’s a funny feeling in my chest, because there’s something strange about the image of her. It looks like a photo of a photo. It’s weirdly flat, and the light isn’t right. 2In fact, she looks like she’s made out of light. Holding my breath, heart thumping fast, I let myself say the word ghost in my head.
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            Chapter Two

         

         In the mornings, we squeeze through the crowds. It’s fun. People stare straight ahead, and they mostly don’t even see me. I can weave and dart much better than Mum. She gets jostled about, but I don’t. I’m like a rodent. I’m a survivor.

         This morning is a Monday, and we’re late. At Moorgate station, where we change trains, the tracks clatter but no train comes. I sneak my camera out from under my coat and take a picture of the empty tracks, before tucking it away again. The feel of its strap around my neck is always comforting. I’ve hardly taken it off since Dad bought it for me. Inside the next train, everyone who’s standing hangs from bars. Only last year I couldn’t reach these bars. Everyone sways in the same direction – except this one young lad, who’s out of rhythm. I think he’s doing it on purpose.

         Mum looks more worried than usual today, but she’s not saying anything, so I don’t either. Starting a new job is scary – that’s probably all it is, but she’s got the 4look on her face she’s often had since her and Dad told me they were splitting up.

         This is her second week in the job, and my third day. Not that I’m doing a job – I’m just coming to work with her because she’s got nowhere else to put me, and it’s the Christmas holidays. I mean, there is a Holiday Club at school… but I got thrown out of it.

         On the way to her office, we go down Seething Lane. I used to laugh at that every morning, but I could see it was getting on Mum’s nerves, so now I just smile.

         There’s frost everywhere today. I like the glittery coating it puts on everything. In my photography book, they call that a patina. We stride along with all the people who look like they’re going somewhere really important. And now we’re going so fast we’re nearly running. I break into an actual run, until Mum stops me.

         ‘Slow down! We’ve made up the time now.’

         And she’s right, because up in the staff room of the bank, people are still getting coffees and nobody looks rushed. I’m hoping they’re quick, though – I need to see that attic girl again. Normally, at this time, it’s just me and the office cat. I stand next to the window and stare across the street and up at her attic. This is the best place to be when the room is full. It’s where I take up 5the least amount of space.

         It still feels weird being in their staff room, but the first day was the worst. Everyone stared at me when they came in, and one man even did a mock back-step at the sight of me and pretended to be stunned. ‘Kids? In a bank?’ he said. ‘Are we being replaced? Hey, kid – stop trying to steal my job!’ He laughed at the end to show he was joking. But it would be much better if I was invisible. And on the second day, there was a colouring book suitable for a six-year-old on the coffee table. I’m sure somebody left it there for me, as though I’m a baby. Mum says not, but I don’t believe her. (There were gel pens left there too, which I can use.)

         There’s no sign of the girl yet. I need to find out if she’s in there all the time. Maybe she’s even there at night. Maybe she creeps over the rooftops like a cross between a cat and a ghost. And if she turns out to be a real girl and not a ghost, perhaps I could even speak to her, and maybe get her to let me explore those rooms… Because I’ve got such pictures in my mind of how those empty, silent old spaces might look, and what peculiar stuff could be up there. It’s falling to bits now, but you can tell that building has been proper fancy and elegant in the past. There’s a broken little balcony and an arched roof in a dome shape, 6and there are weird gargoyles under each window sill. This building matches it. Above our heads, there’s another attic with another little domed roof – you can see it from the street. But the door leading up to it is locked. I’ve tried it.

         ‘What have you seen?’ Mum’s voice is very close to my shoulder.

         I was going to keep this piece of weird to myself – my spooky secret – but I decide to tell her. Mum does her super-surprised face: mouth open, eyes exaggeratedly wide.

         ‘But she never seems to see me,’ I say. ‘It’s as if she’s an impression of a past time. Like, maybe an imprint of someone who used to live there years ago.’ Although it has to be someone from the time of hoodies, as she was wearing one. I don’t tell Mum that last part.

         Mum cranes her neck and studies the window. ‘It’s actually our attic window you’re seeing there. Look. It’s reflecting images from across the street. How funny! The light must be catching it in just the right way to create an optical illusion. Probably because it’s so bright and frosty.’

         ‘So she’s above our heads?’

         ‘Well no, nobody could even get up there, it’s just an old store room, and it’s locked. But optical illusions can play funny tricks, so you probably thought 7you saw a face.’

         I did see a face. But I just let my jaw drop and pull my most amazed expression for Mum, because I’ve suddenly realised the most awesome thing: there’s a secret girl existing above our heads. Or a secret ghost.
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         I hold my secret in and watch Mum getting her drink. Behind her, there’s Mum’s boss, who I’ve only seen from a distance before. Her hair looks glossy, like it’s been polished, and she’s really smartly dressed. But she also looks fun, like she could burst out laughing any minute. Mum hands her a cup and makes another one for herself. They’re talking about me. They both look at me, and the boss smiles and narrows her eyes in that look of kindness that really nice teachers do when they’re about to give you a treat.

         Good job I’m standing over here, because she looks the type to pat me on the head.

         Now they’re walking towards me. No. Please don’t touch my head.

         The boss is telling Mum she hopes I won’t get too bored stuck in here all day, and I’ve got a feeling Mum’s about to get embarrassing. 8

         ‘He’ll be fine,’ she says. ‘Jake’s always liked his own company. He’s free to get on with his amazing photography to his heart’s content all day long here, aren’t you, darling?’

         I was right. With a warning slow shake of the head, I give her my look – I’ve told her not to call me that in front of people. But at least she’s not telling her boss the actual, full complete truth of how I’ve ended up here.

         Cute! The boss mouths at Mum, and Mum makes a cut-throat sign back at her, but she just laughs, and says, ‘He has your eyes, Orianu.’

         I am not cute. I’m nearly as tall as them and I’m going to be thirteen in April, so how can I still be cute? I turn back to the window and take a photo of a pigeon on the very outer edge of the windowsill outside. Pigeon number 52 to add to my collection, but this one not only has its head on one side and is looking straight at the camera, it’s raising one foot towards me, as though any second it might waggle it in warning.

         I focus, click, quickly flip it onto the fisheye setting, and click again.

         The boss is whispering to Mum, ‘What’s he doing?’

         ‘Oh, Jake has always been fascinated by buildings. I think he might go into architectural photography one day. He’s very observant.’ 9

         They can’t see the pigeon from where they are. Nobody can see it but me.

         Gregore has sidled up closer to the window too, and slurps his coffee. ‘I’m going to stand in the sensible corner with you,’ he says to me.

         I laugh politely, but I’m going to die of cringe any second. I’m still confused about who everyone is, so I’ve given most of them special names, but Gregore doesn’t need one. He sticks in my memory just fine. Mum says I don’t listen to her, but I do (mostly). Like, just now I’m remembering she described someone in her office as having ‘mournful eyes’, and I’ve realised it must be Gregore. Because he really does.

         ‘Oh, do you prefer old-school cameras, then Jake?’ It’s the boss’s voice, and she’s right behind me. The pigeon flies away.

         ‘It looks old-style,’ I say, lifting the camera higher so she can see it better, ‘but it’s digital.’ I give her a polite nod and a smile, too. I can see why Mum likes this new boss so much. She’s one of those people who make you feel like you belong.

         When the boss moves to the centre of the room to talk to someone, Gregore follows her, but first, he mutters at me behind his hand, ‘Boss lady doesn’t always get it right, huh,’ and winks at me. What is it with adults 10and winking to show they’re cool?

         When he’s out of earshot, Mum whispers, ‘Never call anyone “Boss Lady”, Jakey. It’s not polite. She’s just the boss.’

         ‘Well, I was going to call her that next time I meet her but phew, OK,’ I say, ‘thank you.’

         She goes to tweak my ear and I squirm away. ‘Stop doing stuff in front of people!’

         ‘D’oh, Jakey!’

         More people are piling into the room. ‘What’s going on? Don’t they need to start working?’

         ‘This is work,’ Mum says. ‘She’s going to hold a quick meeting before we start.’ She pulls some papers out of her bag and goes to stand next to her boss before I can stop her, before I can ask her how I can get out of here. Because, arghhh! I really, really don’t belong in a meeting!

         I can’t even sneak out and wait on the back stairs for it to finish, because I’m surrounded. The only way would be to break out at floor level, through their legs – a rugby tackle escape – because they’re all standing up. They look like they’re at church. All except one woman, who’s sitting on a chair by herself. She must have been drinking her coffee when the meeting broke out. Now she’s just clutching her cup. I feel sorry for 11her. You can absolutely tell she wishes she hadn’t sat down, but now can’t stand up without making everyone look at her.

         This better not go on much longer. I want to start investigating this whole weird, girl-in-the-attic thing. Like, is she on her own, or is there an entire family hiding up there? There’s no noise, so it probably is just the one girl… But why? How? Has somebody locked her in? Is this an actual crime taking place right above our heads? Shivers go up and down my spine just thinking about it… Although no, that can’t be it – she’d be banging on the door and screaming the place down, wouldn’t she? She must be hiding.

         I look across at the door that leads to the attic. You can just about see it from here, out on the landing. It’s black, with bits of brown showing through where the paint is peeling. It looks old and forgotten. This bank is weird. It’s so, so ancient, but new stuff has been plonked on top of the old and in some places, they just haven’t bothered to join the two together properly. Like the new section in Mum’s department, which is like a shiny glass box that’s not even joined to the old wood-panelled walls.

         Slowly, carefully, I turn back to the window and look up, and – whoa. The attic girl is actually, totally, 12there again. At least, the reflection of her is back.

         Behind me, there’s a ripple of laughter and I spin round to face them again, but they’re just fake laughing and smiling at something the boss is saying. Hurry up! Go!

         The very last stragglers are heading towards the door and Mum is waving goodbye to me. I breathe out. I get ready to turn back to my mystery girl… but Gregore gets caught in the doorway by Long Chin. Something about a carton of milk in the fridge that wasn’t his to use.

         Gregore mutters something. It sounds a bit like, ‘I’m sick of this place.’

         Ha! Gregore’s always the most watchable person on the whole team, and I’ve suddenly realised why: he just doesn’t fit in. And the more he tries to hide it, the more it shows. I feel sorry for him. I’d help him if I could, but as I’m twelve and he’s about twenty-three, I doubt there’s much I could do. I mean, it looks just like school, when someone’s getting roasted, but it’s probably a lot more complicated when you’re actually working in a real live job.

         ‘And Ashantee says she’s definitely losing yoghurts from the fridge,’ Long Chin says, and folds his arms. I’ve never seen him stroke his long chin, but it looks like he might be about to.

         ‘I don’t even like yoghurt,’ Gregore says, louder, his 13pink cheeks pinker.

         Ah, now, this might not be true. Yesterday I saw Gregore take a scoop of Coffee Girl’s special coffee. Think I’ll call him Gregorger.

         But now something is slotting into place in my head:

         Girl hiding in attic + things going missing from the staff room fridge = STOWAWAY!

         (It can’t all be Gregorger’s doing.)

         I know the word stowaway is usually for people hiding on ships, but it all fits. And it means something even more startling and definite: if she’s sneaking down here to pinch food, she must have a key to come and go. So she’s not trapped in the attic. She’s locked herself in. (And she’s not a ghost – they don’t eat. Not that I really believed in them anyway, not totally …)

         And… they’re all gone. Turning back to the window, I’m sure the girl will be gone by now, but she isn’t. She’s still there, pale and long-haired, like Alice in Wonderland.

         I wave. She doesn’t see me. The optical illusions can’t be working both ways, then. There will be a reason for that, involving lots of maths: angles of reflection – maybe even refraction (I can’t remember exactly what that is, but it sounds like the kind of thing that might be happening). The winter sky above her head is 14pinkish white, like the clouds have frozen and trapped moonlight inside them. I bang on the window and the pigeon – which must have come back – startles away again in a flurry of panicky flapping. But the girl doesn’t even move.
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            Chapter Three

         

         I’ve tried the attic door and knocked at it, so now I’m crouching down and shouting ‘Hello?’ into the thin gap beneath it where it doesn’t quite meet the floor.

         Silence.

         ‘Hello?’ I shout again. ‘I’m the same age as you.’

         Nothing.

         I feel silly shouting into silence, so, shooting back into the staff room and over to the window again, I look up. Into nothing. She’s not there anymore.

         I have an idea. I zoom over to the coffee table, rip a page out of the stupid colouring book, and write in orange gel pen:

         Hey. I’m Jake Knight. I’ve come to work with my mum.

         What else am I? I can’t think what to write.

         I’ve seen your reflection in the opposite window. I’m in the staff room right below your attic! I’m bored too. What are you doing up there?

         After I’ve shoved the note under the attic door and given it a little ratta-tat-tat, I spin the end of the pen 16around my fingers and wait.

         Nothing happens.

         I scribble another note, in green this time:

         Do you want to hang out? As we’re both bored.

         I wait and listen. Still nothing.

         The hands of the staff room clock go by for two whole minutes – I watch them moving – as I pace around the room. And jiggle up and down on the spot. And pace again. Because I have absolutely nothing to do now, not if she’s up above me. When I didn’t know she was there, it was different. I could just chill on the sofas and take photos of the street. But I do know now. She’s up there, and I’m down here. It’s like I’m not alone anymore. Not that I was ever alone, with an office of about fifty people in the floors below me – but I kind of was. And now I’m not.

         It matters.

         It’s spooky.

         I open the fridge. There are notes stuck to things in here. One says,

         TO THE BUTTER THIEF: I DON’T KNOW WHO YOU ARE, BUT I’M GOING TO LEAVE A TRAP FOR YOU.

         Another is taped to a carton of milk: THANKS FOR USING THE LAST OF THE MILK AND PUTTING 17THE CARTON BACK SO IT LOOKS AS THOUGH WE STILL HAVE MILK. NICE MOVE.

         I can’t help smiling.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Three hours later.

         Nothing is happening. She still hasn’t replied to my notes, and there’s no sign of her at that window. Back to boredom. And pacing.

         It would be so much better if the office cat was here. Where is he today?

         The view down to the street is boring. No pigeons. The big man in the hat is there again though, so I suppose that’s something. He’s often down there, and always looks up at these windows. Maybe he’s a builder or a window cleaner and he’s trying to work out how he can get up here to mend or clean something. Or perhaps he’s just as bored as me.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Mum’s taken me to this Casa Brucciani’s place for a treat. Her treat, more like. If it had been my treat, we would have gone to McDonalds. Anyway, it’s quite nice. 18I’ve had a cheese toastie, and a strawberry milkshake is on its way. She’s just finished a latte and an aubergine panini. Everywhere smells of coffee. There are pictures of film stars all over the walls and the whole place is made of wood, even the walls. The queue is out of the door now.

         ‘Why, though?’ I ask Mum. ‘Why do so many people want to come here?’

         ‘Because it’s Italian and they know how to make nice lunches. And the atmosphere is so lovely.’

         I look around for the atmosphere. There’s old-fashioned music playing and people are talking proper loud, but I can’t find any atmosphere. Mum’s funny sometimes. In places like this, she gets a faraway look in her eyes as if she’s remembering things from years ago. My milkshake arrives. One look at my face and Mum stops herself from asking the lady to put sprinkles on top. She’s going to the theatre after work tonight, with a friend. I’m going to Caleb’s house. Because she looked so excited, when our food came just before, I asked about the play and where it was.

         ‘It’s on Drury Lane, and it’s about a ballerina who goes bad, and stows away on a freight train in pursuit of someone she thinks has stolen her money.’

         I couldn’t believe it when she actually turned to me 19then and said, ‘Ha! Drury Lane – remember the Muffin Man, Jakey?’

         I gave her a scowl. As if! But it gave me a fabulous brainwave. I’ve worked on her and she’s bought me two chocolate muffins to take away. I’ve let her think that one is for Caleb – and it is. But the other one is for my stowaway. Because I’ve been thinking: if she doesn’t reply to my notes or my knocking – like, never ever – what am I going to do? I can’t just leave her alone and pretend I don’t know about her. She might be proper hungry. But I can’t really betray her and tell one of the staff about her either. Not until I’ve had a chance to find out her story. Anyway, the bits and pieces in the fridge aren’t going to be enough for ever.

         I can’t wait to tell Caleb all about it.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Five-thirty. Home time. Still no reply from under the door.

         I put one of the chocolate muffins into the fridge with a note underneath saying, From Jake.
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            Chapter Four

         

         Caleb is the reason I got thrown out of Holiday Club.

         It was the first day of the Christmas holidays, and we were making screen prints, but I was in a pit of gloom. Dad had only just moved out, and there were too many questions swirling around my head. He’s sleeping in the spare room at one of his friends’ for now, but soon, he plans to take a job in Sheffield, back where he grew up. I want to live with Dad just as much as with Mum, but if he moves up north, how’s that going to happen? And where are me and Mum going to live once our house gets sold?

         That day, I was wobbling about the whole thing. Scary feelings sucked me down into them, feelings I’m not even supposed to be having, because Mum and Dad keep saying everything’s going to be fine – better even than before. But it’s hard to believe them. I don’t know which part of my brain deals with believing things, but it seems to be broken.

         So when it was my turn to push the ink through 21the mesh, I made a mess of it. The material came out of the frame and I jerked it, which sent tubs of paint scattering off the edge of the table.

         Caleb wouldn’t stop laughing. I got annoyed, and was trying not to show it, which made me even more annoyed. So, when he swiped my scarf from the back of my chair and squatted on the floor, brandishing it like a demented goblin, I snatched it back, hard. He was still laughing. And then he started blowing raspberries at me. And he grabbed the scarf again, so we both had different ends of it, and I pulled and yanked as though my life depended on it. Caleb tried to match me in a tug of real war, his lips still raspberrying away like a swarm of frantic bees.

         And then I let go.

         ‘Caleb’s own fist made contact with his own lip, but it was Jake’s fault.’ That’s what Mrs Preston, the Holiday Club leader wrote in the report afterwards. So, accidentally, I bust Caleb’s lip. (That’s what people at school call it – a bust lip. I don’t know why they don’t just say burst, because the inside does burst a bit, doesn’t it?)

         And then the other kids were shouldering each other out of the way to get a better look at us. At first, there were only muffled giggles, but before long, it turned into a free-for-all – a total wipeout – and all kinds of 22things got thrown and broken. Seth and Albie dived into the whole mess and started a proper fight – because of course they would, that’s how they are. Someone’s foot got stamped on, and there was screaming and mayhem.

         So, even though I didn’t actually hit him (which I would never, ever do), it was my fault Caleb’s lip got biffed, and somebody told Mrs Preston I started it. (There’s always someone who’ll tell.) And although the chain reaction of the room turning into a riot wasn’t strictly my actual fault, I was asked to leave the Holiday Club ‘until further notice’, and so were Seth and Albie.

         ‘You have a tendency to overreact,’ Mrs Preston said in her office as she dialled Mum’s number. The Headteacher, Mr Shah, agreed. He gazed at me with his head tilted to one side. His entire forehead was folded into sad, sympathetic furrows, as if he could see inside my mind. He already thinks I’m reserved, watchful and a little bit cynical. He told me that the last time I was hauled into his office, for a crime against the correct way to wear a school shirt.

         My ears were ringing. My pounding heart was overloading my whole body with the jitters. I’d stepped on a piece of old chewing gum on the way in. As we waited for Mum to pick up her phone, I rolled my shoe hard against the wooden floor, focusing on the feeling 23of it sucking up and squashing down.
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         The night after that happened, I tried asking Mum if I could just stay at home instead of going to work with her.

         ‘A big fat NO,’ she said.

         We even had a big fat row about it, and she ended up sending me to bed, which hasn’t happened for years. I mean, can she even still do that? I thought. What if I didn’t go?

         ‘Phone,’ Mum warned when I didn’t move from the sofa. And there was my answer. She could confiscate my phone. Her powers are still strong.
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         Caleb’s doing a bit of tidying in case his mum comes upstairs. We’ve been eating pasta, and we’ve spilled a bit, which we’d promised not to do. Other than that, his room looks completely pristine, as usual.

         ‘I’m going to give it one more day,’ I say.

         Telling him about the stowaway has been the hugest unloading I’ve ever done in my life. I nearly burst while we were in the kitchen loading our plates with pasta, and 24he was going on about what’s happening at Holiday Club. And while he was persuading his mum to let us eat in his room, I could hardly stand still, and only lasted about two seconds after climbing the stairs. Out it all spilled.

         ‘Because if she’s all on her own in that spooky attic…’ (I have no idea of the attic’s level of spookiness, but you’ve got to make a story worth hearing, haven’t you?) ‘Anything could happen to her. She might be in some kind of trouble.’

         Caleb straightens a book on his desk that has shifted a couple of millimetres out of its neat stack. ‘Or she could be planning something. That attic could be her operational base.’

         ‘What?’

         Caleb is always suspicious. ‘She might be a spy. Or the child of a spy. Or a plant.’

         ‘A plant?’

         ‘Someone planted in place to wait for the word to do something big.’ He sounds like he’s talking through a bubble. His lip is still a bit purple, with tinges of green round the edges, and it’s affecting the way he speaks. When he wolfed my muffin gift, he couldn’t open his mouth wide enough, so had to break pieces off and drop them in. Poor Caleb. He can be annoying, but he didn’t deserve that. I almost forgot he was even on the 25end of that stupid scarf.

         ‘That’s not what a plant is, though,’ I say. ‘A plant is someone who pretends to work somewhere but really, they’re working for an enemy. They hide in plain sight, they’re not ultra hidden like she is. And why would a spy hide out somewhere so weird?’

         ‘She’s got to be part of a team, or why would she even stay up there? She’d tell someone. No, it must have been planned. And it sounds exactly like the kind of place spies would choose. It’s totally hidden. You only saw her by freak accident.’

         I don’t believe him – not at all – but a funny feeling is creeping up my spine.

         Caleb rubs his hands together and grins. ‘And – think about it – her dad, or even her mum might be working in that bank, right under your nose, and they’re planning a robbery!’

         I think of all the people I know in the staff room. My mind settles on Long Chin. Then Gregore. ‘It’s not a bank with actual money in it. It’s an investment bank. You couldn’t rob it.’

         ‘Huh?’

         ‘There’s no money in the building. It’s all done online.’

         Caleb looks disappointed. ‘How come it’s got such a fierce alarm, then?’ 26

         At the end of my very first day there, the alarm went off violently – a terrible, unreal alarm, the loudest I’ve ever heard – and all the pigeons proper flipped out.

         ‘Maybe it did in the olden days. My mum says it keeps “sensitive investor information”, and stuff like that.’

         Caleb’s frowning and narrowing his eyes. ‘So you could rob it – just not for money.’

         ‘Um – I suppose. But anyway, the people who work there aren’t robbers. Or spies. They’re mostly boring. And moany.’

         ‘Spies don’t look like spies, though,’ he says. ‘That’s the whole point. The way they act in front of you is just a mask.’

         He’s marching up and down the room making spy faces now. And wild spy movements – he’s hiding behind his wardrobe door. Now he’s peering round it with narrowed eyes, and suppressed laughter is leaking out of the sides of his mouth.

         Neither of us speaks for a while, and then Caleb says, ‘Why else would a parent leave their child in that attic room? It can’t be anyone with a normal job. It has to be a criminal or a spy. Otherwise, she’d just stay at home.’

         And then it hits me. And it’s so obvious, I smack my forehead with the flat of my hand. That attic room is her home. She doesn’t have anywhere else to live.
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            Chapter Five

         

         The office cat is back. He’s sitting tall on the windowsill with his eyes half closed, looking as if he knows everything, and is pleased with it all. It’s as if he’s never been away. Where do cats go? The staff here call him Cat, but I’m trying to think of a better name for him. I can’t decide between Hercules and Erudite.

         ‘Where have you been, you sleek grey streak of mystery?’ You wouldn’t think cats could live in offices. I don’t know who feeds him. I stroke him and look for the girl in the attic, but she isn’t there. It’s starting to feel like I dreamed it all.

         Except: the muffin has gone.

         When it’s empty of people, this high-up staff room is really quite cool. It’s got books and magazines and all kinds of boring old files in one corner (I’ve been into them – I know they’re boring). I think they’re supposed to look things up over there, like some kind of mini-library.

         I scribble out another note: Hey. Me again. I haven’t 28told anyone you’re up there, and I’m not going to.

         I think of Caleb … but he doesn’t really count.

         Do you need anything? I write, in bright yellow.

         I’m getting better at this. I put another note under the door.

         Do you need help? I can bring more food. Proper food.

         That was Caleb’s idea. We spent the whole evening brainstorming, right up until the moment Mum came to pick me up. I keep going over and over it. She must be living in there because she’s got nowhere else to go. She’s run away from her home for some reason. A runaway who’s stowing away. The police might even be looking for her. And I know where she is! What should I do? Nothing, yet. Not until I’ve spoken to her.

         I settle on the sofa and tear off another page. If I can just think of the right things to say to persuade her to trust me … Erudite the cat has decided I need to be sat on. He tries to curl into a perfect C shape on my skinny legs and the paper slips sideways.

         ‘Hello Erudite. You’re called Erudite now. Did you know that?’ I stroke him gently and gaze across the room and into the corridor. The door is still stubbornly closed. Erudite is purring. I reach around him for the paper, and write:

         I’m very trustworthy. Can we talk? I could help 29

         Easing Erudite onto the sofa, I poke the note under the door, then stay on the floor next to it and wait. Erudite joins me again. He’s on my knee, even though there’s not much of it to sit on while I’m kneeling like this. He’s nearly falling off. ‘Silly boy.’ I stroke his silky head and watch the gap at the bottom of the door. Erudite watches too, expectantly, like me. But nothing happens.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Today’s lunch with Mum was ultra-boring. All I wanted was to be back inside next to this attic door, and now I’m here, NOTHING is still happening.

         All I can hear is Erudite’s purring.

         
            [image: ]

         

         The street clock strikes three-thirty. Gregore has come into the staff room. He’s made a coffee – and a cup of tea – and plonked himself down in the chair opposite my sofa. I’ve noticed his shirts are always funny colours. Today’s is dark yellow. The other day, it was pale green. Everyone else here wears boring white, like our school shirts, so I want to like Gregore’s daring. I want to, but he just looks like a custard with tufty hair. 30

         Erudite is asleep next to me.

         ‘Insouciance, thy name is cat!’ Gregore says, then smiles an embarrassed smile at me. I smile back politely, then look it up. It means ‘showing a casual lack of concern’. Yep, that’s Erudite most of the time. Maybe I should have called him that.

         I’ve decided I quite like Gregore after all. He’s actually really funny, or tries to be. He drinks from his tea, takes a bite of biscuit, then drinks from his coffee and breaks off a piece of chocolate. ‘You’re probably wondering why I’ve got both tea and coffee,’ he says, raising both cups into the air.

         ‘Um, OK, yeah?’

         ‘I like both, you see. Tea goes best with biscuits and coffee is nice with chocolate. And there’s just never enough time, here. There’s always someone chasing you for one thing or another.’

         There’s a movement under the attic door! Because of Gregore, I’ve only caught it out of the corner of my eye. I walk across the room and into the corridor in a boring and casual way. There’s a note. Gregore doesn’t turn his head, so I pick it up.

         This note has been written on the back of my note. It says:

         Please mind your own business
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