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To the memory of Nelson,

a three-legged cat with a four-fold personality




‘In the attics of my life Full of cloudy dreams unreal Full of tastes no tongue can know And lights no eye can see When there was no ear to hear You sang to me’

Attics of My Life

THE GRATEFUL DEAD


CHAPTER 1

Encounters in a Garden

The attic smelled of dust and ages. Jordy peered through a shaft of sunlight speckled with motes to a dim network of beams and rafters. He reminded himself he was a boy who wasn’t afraid of eerie places. But the silence and the gloom of the attic, along with that atmosphere of dead air, were enough to disturb the most resolute of boys. A sound came from the depths. Were there birds up here, inside the roofing? Or worse still, rats? Who could tell? There could be rotted bodies in trunks, old festering secrets from bygone years, evidence of horrible crimes. Anything.

‘Jordy, come on, this box is heavy – my arms are falling off!’

He jumped at the sound, which seemed very loud to him.

‘Sorry, Clo,’ he said, reaching back down the steps for the box of oddments. ‘I – I was just …’

‘I scared you, didn’t I?’ cried his step-sister. ‘You jumped a mile then.’

‘Not scared, exactly,’ he replied through gritted teeth. ‘It’s just a bit spooky up here. Come and look.’

‘No, thanks. Too dirty. Just push the box in. You don’t need to go all the way up. Those places get filthy. My mum and your dad’ – none of the children had quite got used to the new arrangements yet, and were still awkward with what to call their parents – ‘will have to bring the heavy stuff up themselves.’

‘I’m quite strong.’

‘Me too, but not when it comes to lifting furniture …’

She continued talking, but Jordy wasn’t listening. He was staring into that half-lit world of the attic. You couldn’t see the walls: they were hidden in darkness. The pillar of light coming from a single window tile seemed to be the only substantial thing up there, and of course that wasn’t solid, it was just air, sunshine and swimming dust. He could see a pile of old clothes under a rafter, with what looked like a crumbling hymn book or Bible on top. The rags looked like the carcass of some grotesque animal, but he could see now that they were a soldier’s uniform, by the black buttons and the battered cap perched on top. Probably a long-dead soldier from a forgotten war.

Jordy shuddered and retreated down the steps.

Then, to rid himself of his dark mood, he put on a mock hoarse voice and said to Chloe, ‘Don’t go up there. It’s horrible.’

‘Oh, you—’ Chloe punched him on the shoulder.

They went downstairs together, to join the rest of the family.

They were in the front garden, staring at the furniture which was left over now that they had filled their new three-bedroomed flat. Not that it was much to look at, Dipa conceded. Most of it was junk. When two single parents set up home together, it resulted in the meeting of two great furniture tidal waves. The contents of two separate homes rushed together and formed a huge pile of tables, chairs, sideboards, dressers and other household goods.

It was Dipa who took charge as usual.

‘From what’s left we’ll keep our sideboard and your desk,’ she said. ‘The rest can go to a charity shop.’

‘What about my old piano stool?’ said Ben, sounding a little peeved. ‘I made that myself. Look, Nelson needs it.’

‘Nelson would sleep on a bed of glass if it was warm enough,’ snorted Dipa, ‘and you know it.’

Nelson, their three-legged ginger cat, was stretched out on the satin-covered seat in feline bliss, his warm furry body soaking up the sun. Nelson had lost a front leg in an uneven battle with a pickup truck. He now used his disability to attract sympathy when he wanted something, limping more than usual and letting out a pathetic yowl which soon turned to a rumbling growl if he didn’t get what he wanted. He could also move like lightning still, chasing the sparrows in the yard.

Smiling, Dipa placed a hand on her new husband’s shoulder. ‘Your woodwork skills are astonishing, darling, but we don’t have a piano.’

Ben sighed in resignation. ‘All right, one of each. That’s fair, I suppose.’

The three children, fed up and bored with moving difficulties, stood by and watched. Jordy was Ben’s only child: a tall lean boy with a languid air of superiority about him. Next came Chloe, very pretty, her pitch-black hair inherited from Asian ancestors. There was a defiant look which made you wary of upsetting her. Finally, two years younger, there was Alex, with a squarer build than the other two and a quieter disposition. Alex had dark eyes that looked out at you, but didn’t let you look in. You rarely guessed what he was thinking.

‘Can we go for a pizza now?’ asked Jordy. ‘You said we could have lunch out.’

‘Well, I’m certainly not cooking anything,’ Dipa said, ‘so you’d better. I’ll call the charity shop first, in case it rains and ruins all this lot. Ben, can you give the kids some money, then go and tip the removal men? They’re sitting in the cab of their lorry, waiting.’

Dipa didn’t stop for replies. She bounded through the front doorway and up to their first-floor flat. Their new home was in one of those big Victorian terraced houses which had been owned by a Mr Grantham before the conversion to two flats. Mr Grantham, a very elderly man, now lived on the ground floor, having sold the upstairs flat to the Wilsons.

Dipa telephoned a charity shop, told them where to find the furniture, then went to join Ben. The pair followed their children into the city and to a pizza place they had found earlier. Jordy, Chloe and Alex were in a much better mood now that they had fizzy drinks and food inside them.

‘Hey, here they are,’ cried Jordy, as Dipa and Ben entered, ‘fresh from battles with sofa and sideboard.’

Right at that moment Ben’s mobile phone rang: the theme tune from the TV programme ER. He answered it, then said, ‘Sorry, folks, gotta go. Stuart’s not turned up for his shift this afternoon. Sick or something.’

The children groaned, but they were used to this. Ben was a paramedic and Dipa was a doctor, so their parents were often called away. At least Dipa was not starting at the hospital until the day after tomorrow, so she was safe for forty-eight hours. She jammed a piece of Chloe’s pizza in her husband’s mouth and told him to get a takeaway later. Then once he’d gone she settled down with the kids to enjoy their company.

Mr Grantham was a solitary and distant person. In truth he was not a happy man, though his life had not been a terrible one. He had fought in the Second World War, had been married for fifty years, and had for most of that time been reasonably content. But now there was nothing to do but sit and think, and for some reason he could not dwell on happy times, but rather on those occasions when he was treated badly.

‘Noisy bunch,’ he muttered, as he heard his new neighbours going up the stairs. ‘No consideration.’

Then the television went on upstairs. Loud at first, but then turned down lower.

He had his own television of course, but he rarely switched it on these days. Half of it he didn’t understand: these ‘reality’ shows as they called them. Youths and girls draped over chairs, yelling at one another. The other half was full of very young, gaudy and loud presenters too full of their own self-importance. Every programme seemed to be crammed with confrontations. Mr Grantham didn’t much like his own company but he cared even less for the ghostly company of spiky-haired young men and bouncy, grinning young women. They didn’t even speak the Queen’s English, most of them. No, he preferred the radio these days.

Mr Grantham was not looking forward to sharing his house with these strangers, but financial difficulties had forced him into it.

Two weeks after the move a hot, bright day came to bless the Wilsons in their new home. It was the summer holidays. Jordy was playing a computer game in his bedroom, Alex was making a huge and complex kite out of a kit, and Chloe had decided to take a book to read outside.

The back garden was communal. Mr Grantham had retained the right to use it, while at the same time conceding that the new occupants would also like to enjoy it. Not that there was much to it, in the way of flower beds and shrubs. There was a rough-looking lawn of sorts, and apple trees at the bottom, and what used to be a vegetable plot. Mr Grantham’s back would no longer allow him to dig, though he still mowed the grass. He was out there sitting in a deckchair watching the butterflies and birds, when Chloe came with a canvas seat and plonked herself nearby.

‘Hope I’m not disturbing you, Mr Grantham?’ she said, flashing him one of her famous smiles. ‘I won’t make a sound, I promise.’

Nelson had followed Chloe out into the garden and sprawled himself on the grass next to Mr Grantham’s deckchair.

‘Suit yourself, young lady,’ grunted Mr Grantham. ‘It’s your garden too.’

‘Chloe,’ she said. ‘My name’s Chloe.’

‘And mine’s Mr Grantham.’

They settled into silence, broken only by the sounds of nature and Chloe’s pages being turned.

‘What’re you reading?’ asked Mr Grantham at length. ‘One of them Harry Potters?’

‘Not this time,’ said Chloe. She held it up. ‘It’s a book called Holes. It’s about a boy in America …’

‘Oh, don’t tell me the plot,’ said Mr Grantham quickly, waving skinny fingers at her. ‘Nothing so boring as hearing the plot of a novel second-hand. Drives you potty.’

Chloe refused to be annoyed by this old man. She always considered herself good at charming reluctant people and this was a challenge.

‘Harry Potty?’ she said.

Mr Grantham, despite himself, chuckled.

‘Very good, very good.’

‘I always carry a list of my top twenty favourite books,’ said Chloe, taking a folded sheet of paper from her jeans pocket. ‘Do you want to hear it?’

‘Not especially. Do you want to hear my life story?’

He was being sarcastic and was startled when Chloe replied, ‘Yes. I expect it’s very interesting.’ She put the book down in a deliberate way. Nelson gave a great big yawn and rolled over onto his back, his remaining three legs sticking in the air. His eyes were looking up at Mr Grantham’s face as if in expectation.

‘Well,’ said Mr Grantham, flustered. He waved away a wasp that came too near. ‘I don’t expect it’s that interesting, to a young person like you.’ He changed the subject. ‘This your cat? What’s her name?’

‘Our cat, and his name’s Nelson.’

‘Likes water and sailing ships, does he?’

Chloe smiled. ‘No, of course not, but he’s lost a limb – in the same place as the admiral.’

‘Oh, very good.’ Mr Grantham made an attempt at tickling Nelson’s tummy and received an indignant glare in return. ‘Where are you from, Chloe? You from India? Were you born out there?’

‘No, I’m from here. I was born in Portsmouth,’ she replied, without any asperity. ‘My dad was half-English – he wanted us to have first names which sounded British – but my mum’s parents came from Bengal. My brother Alexander was born in Brighton. Jordy was born in the West Country, I think. Minehead. He’s not my real brother, he’s my step-brother, but we get on OK. Where were you born?’

‘Funnily enough, India,’ he said. ‘My dad was in the army out there. So I first saw the world in the Far East and you’re from England.’ He turned awkwardly in his deckchair. ‘That dark-haired one. The smaller boy. He passed me in the hall without a good-morning or a how-are-you.’

‘That’s Alex. He doesn’t mean anything by it. He’s just quiet. Lost in a world of his own. He wasn’t being rude. Sometimes I get annoyed with him and yell at him to pay attention to me, and he simply looks startled – you know, like a rabbit with a fox or something. You can tell he’s somewhere else, on another planet. Some boys are like that. Most girls are like me though, aren’t they? Chatterboxes.’

She smiled, knowing by his amused look that she was charming the socks off Mr Grantham. He was a crusty old man, even Dipa and Ben had said that, but Chloe was good at getting under the armour of such people. When they had had their dog, the woman at the kennels had been regarded as a ferocious dragon, but Chloe had made her a friend.

Her new step-father had been an easy nut to crack at first, but she noted with some chagrin that now he was family he was not so swiftly charmed. Neither she nor Alex had liked him in the beginning, though that had not stopped her from being enchanting. Ben was not what they would have chosen for their mother as a second husband. He didn’t seem ambitious enough. Ben seemed happy to remain just a paramedic, which was not much different from a nurse, while Dipa was way above him as a doctor.

Their own father had been a businessman, full of drive.

‘Penny for ’em.’ Mr Grantham interrupted her thoughts. ‘’Less they’re private, of course.’

‘I was thinking about my dad.’

‘Oh yes?’

‘Not the one you’ve seen, my real dad. He died of a heart attack two years ago.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry.’

‘That’s all right.’

‘You have a new dad now, then?’

‘Ben’s divorced. His wife ran off with a neighbour.’

Mr Grantham’s eyebrows went up. ‘That’s a bit more information than I think I should have.’

‘Yes, sorry,’ said Chloe, biting her lip. ‘Ben’s all right, really. But he’s not my dad.’

‘Of course not. I expect he’d agree with that. At least you’ve got a family. All mine have gone.’

Things were getting a little gloomy.

‘Can I get you a drink or something?’ asked Chloe brightly. ‘A cup of tea?’

The words ‘cup of tea’ seemed to stir the old man’s energy levels and he perked up.

‘You wouldn’t mind? The back door to the kitchen’s open. I could really do with a drink and I can’t always get up once I’m sat down.’

‘I don’t mind.’

Chloe went into the kitchen, which was a mess. Nelson, limping badly and full of hope, followed at her heels making soft meows. Chloe ignored Nelson and found the teabags and the kettle. The milk was in the fridge. She gave Nelson the cream from the top in a tin lid. He lapped it up quickly then, sensing that was it, went back to Mr Grantham’s feet.

‘Do you take sugar?’ she called, and when he waved over the top of the deckchair, cried, ‘How many?’

He held up one finger.

The sugar was harder to find, but she tracked it down eventually. She made two cups of tea in rather dubiously clean cups and took them out to Mr Grantham.

He said, ‘Got yourself one, eh? Quite right and proper.’

He sipped the tea with thin lips, staring into the yards of the houses that backed their own. Chloe noticed that the backs of his hands were covered in dark nebulous islands like coffee stains. Blue veins stood out under the thin layer of skin. Mr Grantham was very, very old.

‘Were you married?’ asked Chloe, trying to spark off the conversation again. ‘Did you have a wife?’

Mr Grantham put down the cup with a shaking hand, making it rattle in the saucer.

‘I had a wife, a very nice lady,’ he said, his translucent blue eyes beginning to moist over. ‘She died several years ago. It’s becoming harder to remember her face now.’

‘You have photos though?’

‘Oh yes, I have lots of photos of Florrie. Of her, and other people. But they’re just ghosts now. It doesn’t seem real any longer, that old life. It feels as if I’ve read about it, in a history book. Funny how the mind works.’

The pair of them spoke no more that day. Chloe read her book and Mr Grantham read his memories.

Jordy teased her a little when she told him about her conversation with Mr Grantham.

‘I wouldn’t know what to say to an old guy like that,’ he said. ‘What’ve you got in common?’

‘Secrets,’ she said. ‘Girls just love secrets. To hear them and to tell them. Old men have got lots of secrets. Things we wouldn’t even dream of. You don’t know anything about girls, do you?’

‘Don’t want to,’ he said haughtily. ‘Especially if they support Manchester United.’

She said, puzzled, ‘I don’t support any football team.’

‘That’s even worse.’

A week after their first meeting, Chloe again found Mr Grantham in the garden, contemplating nature. This time it took quite a while for her to get him to open up, but once he did Mr Grantham was even less reluctant than before to share his thoughts with her. She asked him at one point if he had gone to university, as she was thinking of doing that one day.

‘University? No, no, never went there.’ He almost chuckled. ‘We didn’t do things like that in them days. I went to a village school. Left at fourteen. Never took exams or anything like that. Went to work in a grocer’s, behind the counter. Just before I was twenty, the war came along, and I joined up.’ His eyes narrowed at this point. ‘I was engaged to a young woman called Susan then. She gave me a silver pocket-watch before I left for overseas, with her photo in the lid which covered the face. It was musical. Played Frère Jacques when you opened it.’

‘Oh, were you very much in love?’ Chloe recalled that his wife’s name had been Florrie. ‘You didn’t marry in the end?’

His mouth formed a thin bitter line.

‘No, no, we didn’t marry. I came home after the war, from POW camp in Germany, and she’d run off. Married a much older man than me. They’d moved away, so I never saw her again.’

‘Oh, how sad.’

Mr Grantham rallied. ‘Probably for the best.’ But he didn’t sound as if he meant it. ‘I met Florrie a little later. She was a good wife. We loved each other.’

‘What about the watch? Have you still got it?’

‘I think it’s up in the attic somewhere. I chucked it there when I heard Susan was married to another man. This was my parents’ house, you see. I’ve lived here almost all my life, except for India and Germany.’

‘Don’t you want the watch?’

He humphed. ‘I’m too old to go climbing around in dusty attics. Much too old now. Pity though.’ His eyes became distant. ‘I wouldn’t mind seeing that watch again. It would’ve hurt too much, earlier, but now – well, feelings get a bit dusty too, with time. I’ve not had a bad life, but I’ve been thinking more and more about how I cursed Susan for running away with that fellow Perkins. It sort of ruled my life for a few years and I got very bitter. Eventually I met Florrie and things came all right again, but it was a bit dark for a while. A bit dark. I’d like to make my peace with Susan’s memory now. Getting the watch back would help. I feel bad about chucking it aside like that.’ He gave Chloe a wry smile and nodded towards the heavens. ‘You never know who you’re going to meet up there, do you?’

‘I’ll ask the boys. They won’t mind having a look up there for you. Me too. I wouldn’t mind.’

‘You’re very kind.’

‘Rooting around in an old attic might be fun,’ said Chloe. ‘You never know what you’ll find.’

‘That’s very true. Treasure and trash, that’s what you’ll find in attics.’ He turned and stared into her eyes. ‘It would be nice to find treasure, wouldn’t it?’

Once Chloe had gone, Mr Grantham had a sudden flash of guilt. He liked Chloe. She was a nice girl. Since they had begun their infrequent conversations sprigs of apple blossom had begun to spring from the flinty beds of his thoughts. Should he warn her? He wanted to. But he just didn’t know.

What if harm should come to them? It hadn’t to him, but maybe he’d been lucky. Then again, you couldn’t live your life in perfect safety. That would be very dull and boring. You had to have some danger and excitement. That’s why boys bought motorbikes and girls backpacked around the world.

No, he wouldn’t warn them. Let them find out for themselves. They could always turn back, if they were too afraid to go on. It was that kind of place. It might make his old heart race and bang against his ribs to think about it, but theirs were stronger, stouter organs.

Later, while Dipa was preparing dinner in the kitchen, Chloe told Alex and Jordy about the ‘secrets’ she’d learned from Mr Grantham. Predictably, Jordy was a little scornful and said they weren’t exactly headline revelations. Equally as predictable was Alex, who was more interested in the pocket-watch than in any ancient love story.

Yes, he said, he wouldn’t mind helping Chloe look for the watch. ‘Those old watches with real brass works,’ he said reverently, ‘are ten times more interesting than modern watches. Digital watches are the worst, but the ones which try to look like old watches are just as bad. All they’ve got inside ’em is a chip. Just that. A rotten old computer chip. But just think of all the engineering that went into making an old watch! All those cogs and wheels, the hair spring, levers and – and,’ he said almost darkly, ‘there’s a thing called an escapement. If you didn’t have that, the whole works would go out of balance and tell the wrong time.’

Jordy stared at his normally quiet step-brother and said wonderingly, ‘Once you wind him up he just goes on and on, doesn’t he?’

‘Are you being unkind?’ asked Dipa, entering the room with a steaming dish of potatoes. ‘What’s all that about? Nelson, stop threading through my ankles or I’ll drop this dish.’

Nelson continued weaving awkwardly between her legs and then toppled over when he caught the edge of the carpet. He was a cat who refused to acknowledge that he had only three legs. Giving the carpet an aggrieved look, he jumped up into Dipa’s chair.

‘No, I’m not being unkind – at least I didn’t mean to be,’ said Jordy. ‘We were just talking about …’ he caught Chloe’s warning look just in time ‘about old-fashioned pocket-watches. Alex seems to think they’re cool. He thinks wrist-watches are naff.’

Dipa placed the dish on a mat on the table and stepped back to look at her youngest child.

‘Well, that’s because he’d look so smart in a waistcoat, wouldn’t you, Alex? With a shiny silver watch-chain dangling from the pocket.’

‘Nobody in this house understands me,’ Alex sighed. ‘It’s the works of a watch I like, not the watch itself. Wrist-watches are OK. But I know Jordy likes his because it looks snazzy on him and because it tells him the time to a hundredth of a second, even at ten fathoms under water. He likes it because of how it looks and what it does and what it’s capable of doing at the bottom of the ocean, though what use that is to him I’ll never know. I like watches because of how they’re made and what’s inside the case.’

Chloe said, ‘And I couldn’t care less about any of it. Can we eat now?’

Dipa returned to the kitchen to get the rest of the meal and Alex said, ‘Shall we all look for it? The watch, I mean?’

‘I’m going to,’ said Chloe.

‘Oh, all right,’ Jordy agreed, not wanting to be left out. ‘I’ll come too, but I warn you,’ he twisted his face into a mask, ‘it’s horrible up there!’


CHAPTER 2

Crossing the Threshold

The three of them didn’t discuss why they didn’t let Ben and Dipa know they wanted to search the attic. It wasn’t that each of them didn’t think about it. Chloe certainly did. Jordy did too. (And who knew what was in Alex’s head?) But for some reason, unknown even to themselves, none of them mentioned it. Not that it was anything their parents would have objected to. They simply kept it secret. They deliberately waited for a Saturday morning when Dipa was working and Ben was going out to do the shopping. Chloe asked Jordy to go with her. Alex, however, was engrossed in making another kite and said he wouldn’t join them after all.

‘What’s that?’ Ben had asked, coming into the kitchen and catching the end of the conversation. ‘You lot going to the cinema?’

‘We might do later,’ Jordy had said. ‘Is it all right?’

‘What about lunch?’ Ben had asked. ‘Are you going to eat thin air?’

‘We’ll grab a bite in town,’ Jordy had said, and knowing Ben was disapproving of hamburgers added, ‘from the Italian sandwich bar.’

Once Ben had gone Chloe and Jordy found themselves at the trapdoor of the attic, climbing through, armed with torches. Once more the dust and dead air assailed Jordy’s nostrils, but this time he wasn’t so worried by it. He had a means of light with him and he had Chloe. Still, once he was standing on boards inside, shining the torch into the recesses of the attic, a strange feeling came over him. It was as if they were trespassing on the sacred burial ground of another culture. There was the sense, not of being watched, but of being felt by something or someone. The first step he took he walked into a cobweb and covered his face with sticky threads.

‘Urrgh!’ he grunted.

‘What’s wrong?’ Chloe was whispering for some reason. ‘Step in a cow pat?’

‘Very funny. There are spiders up here.’

Chloe said, ‘Don’t try to scare me. I’m not worried about spiders.’

‘I am,’ said a deep voice behind her, sending a shock wave through her. ‘I don’t like ’em.’

It was Alex, who had changed his mind after he’d accidentally snapped the spine of his home-made kite.

‘Don’t do that!’ she hissed at him. ‘You made me jump.’

‘Nearly gave me a heart attack,’ said Jordy, his voice coming out of the darkness.

Alex shone his torch around the rafters. The beam found some hanging flimsy cobwebs, grey as old bread. ‘They’re dead,’ he muttered. ‘I don’t mind dead ones.’

The three of them split up, each searching separate corners of the attic, ducking and weaving under rafters and stepping over beams. Jordy’s area contained the water tank and when he shone his torch in there he was disgusted by the dead insects floating on the surface. ‘We drink this stuff,’ he called to the others. ‘It’s filthy.’

‘No we don’t,’ corrected Alex, ‘unless you drink your own bathwater. That tank feeds the boiler.’

‘All right, I wash in it. It’s still filthy.’

They rooted around in the odds and ends that were up there, kicked aside old cardboard boxes, gingerly lifted clumps of dirty clothes with their torches. They were looking for that glint of old silver which would perhaps tell them they had found the treasure they were looking for. Now that they were up there, Jordy actually felt they were on a wild-goose chase. The watch could be anywhere, if it was there at all. Who could trust an old man’s memory? Mr Grantham might have thought he’d thrown it up there, all those decades ago, but maybe he threw it somewhere else? Or maybe the watch didn’t exist at all?

A beam of light came near him, as he turned over a cardboard box full of clothes with his toe. A woman’s mouldy hat lay flattened beneath it, the ribbon around the crown a sort of pale yellow colour.

‘Where’s Alex?’ asked Chloe, the person behind the light. ‘I can’t find him.’

Jordy shone his torch around the attic, finding different shapes, but none of them belonging to Alex.

‘Alex?’ called Jordy. ‘Alex?’

No answer. Suddenly his torch caught some bright shining eyes that looked up at him balefully. Jordy jumped back, alarmed. Then a familiar sound came from the creature who owned the eyes.

‘Nelson! What are you doing up here? How did you get up those steps?’ He stroked the cat’s back then said, ‘Did Alex go down again, d’you think? Maybe he got bored?’

Chloe replied, ‘No, he’d have said something. One minute he was just here, to my left, and the next moment he’d vanished.’

‘Which way was he going?’

Jordy was suddenly afraid that his step-brother might have hit his head on a beam and was lying unconscious somewhere. Vivid tales of people with concussion had been his bedtime stories from his paramedic father. You needed to get someone with concussion to hospital as soon as possible. He didn’t want to alarm Chloe though, so he said, ‘Could be at the back there, in that patch of darkness. You go back down to the flat, I’ll have a look.’

‘No,’ she replied sharply. ‘I want to look too.’

Like seasoned aircraft pilots they did a square search of the attic to the edge of the floor boards. The unboarded part went out into the darkness. Jordy decided to go further, but had to tread on beams. One wrong step and his foot could go through the ceiling into the flat below. Chloe followed him. They had to concentrate on hopping from one rough beam to the next. Strangely enough, after a long spell of doing this athletic dance between beams, still having to crouch because of the rafters, they came to some more boarding.

Jordy stepped on to it with relief. His legs were beginning to ache.

‘Our attic must continue into next door’s attic,’ he called back to Chloe. ‘There can’t be any wall between the two houses up here.’ His torch light streaked into the darkness ahead.

Chloe came up alongside him. ‘Perhaps that’s how they built houses in those days.’

‘What days?’

‘When it was built – Victorian times.’

She shone her torch beam alongside Jordy’s, then called out, ‘Alex? Are you in there?’

A faint reply came to them, seemingly from a distant place, like a whisper on the still air.

‘Was that him?’ asked Jordy.

‘I don’t know. Let’s go on a bit.’

‘Could have been a bird or a bat or something.’

Chloe was scornful. ‘A bat? Bats don’t yell.’

‘Well, sounds might get distorted up here. There are all sorts of things like roofing insulation, tanks and water pipes and things. You hear all kinds of noises in the plumbing, don’t you? Anyway, aren’t we trespassing? I mean, we must have other people’s homes under our feet now. What if someone comes up and catches us? Won’t we get into a row?’

Chloe considered this. They were one house in a terraced row of houses. Without a doubt they had crossed over from their own home into someone else’s. Perhaps the whole row had just one attic between them, without any walls between. Did that make sense? She thought it did.

‘We need to find Alex,’ said Chloe logically. ‘He might be hurt.’

They moved on, more easily now there were boards under their feet. The deeper they went into the attic, the more the darkness seemed to close around them. Then suddenly they came upon an area where there was a skylight, but high above. When they took stock and stared at their surroundings, they found the edges of the attic had moved back and back, leaving a huge space between. Above them the roof itself went up to dizzying heights. In front and behind, there was no beginning and no end. They were still in that triangular shape of the inside of a roof, but the apex was somewhere high above their heads, while the lower angles on either side had moved beyond the range of their vision.

‘Wha—where are we? It’s grown a bit,’ said Jordy. ‘The attic. It’s become – I don’t know – maybe we’re in a bigger house, at the end of the row? Is there a big house there? I can’t remember.’ He peered into the dimness. ‘I can’t see the corners. And where’s the roof?’

Chloe sneezed violently, making him jump.

‘Sorry,’ she said croakily. ‘Dust up my nose.’

She looked above at a forest of stout rafters, criss-crossing this way and that. A bewildering maze of angled roof timbers, with gloom filling the spaces between. Every so often there was a main support for the roof, a thick roughly hewn wooden pillar that shouldered the architecture above it.

A very big building, certainly. A manor house, perhaps? Or a vicarage? Or maybe even a church? She could see great beams curving overhead, like the flying buttresses of a cathedral. No, there was a skylight there, high above the beams, like a square sun above the network of lumber, its sharp shaft of light penetrating right down to the floor beneath. You wouldn’t have a skylight in a cathedral roof. In the sunbeam it threw down danced those bright specks which her mother used to call ‘angel dust’.

Chloe said in awed tones, ‘Where are we?’

‘It’s massive, isn’t it?’ He looked back into the darkness from which they had come. ‘We could get lost up here. You remember that story of the kid who climbed into the trunk during a game of hide-and-seek, and the lid locked shut behind him? They found him a hundred years later, just the dried-out bones covered in dusty rags …’

‘Don’t!’ warned Chloe, knowing Jordy was trying to scare her. ‘Stop it now.’

Jordy said gleefully, ‘Nobody ever found him.’

Chloe ignored him. ‘Where’s Alex?’ she said, in a tone which registered her frustration with her brother. ‘He’s always sliding off somewhere.’

‘I’m here,’ said a voice behind them, making both her and Jordy jump again.

‘Why did you run off?’ cried Chloe, rounding on her younger brother. ‘How did you get there?’

Alex looked annoyed and surprised. ‘It was you two who went off. I just followed your torch lights. You were a long way ahead of me. I had to run to keep up with you in places.’

Jordy said wearily, ‘Oh, come on, Alex.’

‘No, I’m telling the truth,’ cut in Alex, sounding angry. ‘It seemed like you were trying to get away from me.’

Chloe flushed. ‘That’s not true and you know it.’

Alex was sulky. ‘Well, that’s how it seemed to me.’

Jordy said, ‘Let’s all calm down. We’ve found each other now. No, we weren’t trying to get away from you, Alex. We were looking for you. Chloe was worried about you. She thought you might have banged your head on a rafter or something. I don’t understand how you got behind us, because we searched the attic – our attic, that is – before we set out. Now we’re somewhere in this much bigger attic …’ He looked up, to see two birds – or birdlike creatures – glide from one rafter to another.

‘It is big, isn’t it?’ Alex murmured, looking up and around him. ‘It’s giant size. Maybe we’ve shrunk? That’s what’s happened.’

Chloe said, ‘Don’t be silly.’

‘In that case, the attic’s grown.’

‘Now you’re being even sillier.’

Chloe sounded angry but Jordy knew that Chloe, in her heart, was upset by their situation. Jordy himself didn’t know what to think. It was all very extraordinary, very weird. Out there in front of them was a kind of thicket fashioned from scores of old fishing rods, with their lines going back and forth creating a tangle of cords. Dangling from the lines like loose wicked thorns were fishing hooks of all sizes. It really was like a dense bramble bush, which had obviously been there a long time: it was covered in spiders’ webbing from top to bottom.

He muttered, ‘Come on, we’ve got to find our way home. I hope I recognise which is our trapdoor.’

Jordy started to walk back the way he had come, but Alex cried, ‘That’s not the right direction.’

‘It’s this way.’ Jordy pointed. ‘Isn’t it, Clo?’

‘Well, I thought we came from that way.’

She pointed in a different direction still.

‘Now we’re stuck,’ growled Jordy. He made a decision. ‘I’m the eldest. It’s my responsibility. I say we go my way.’

‘You and your two months,’ Chloe said. ‘You think because you were born in July and me in September you’re the boss.’

‘Well, somebody’s got to be.’

‘Not necessarily. You’ve heard of democracy, haven’t you? We’ll vote on it.’

But a vote did nothing to get them any further, since they voted three ways. It was settled in the manner it always was when they were unsure which way to go. Jordy started out in the direction he wanted to go and the others felt they had to follow or lose him. Both Chloe and Alex still grumbled that it was the wrong way, but they felt they ought to stay together. Jordy felt no triumph on this occasion: he was simply praying he was right.

Chloe decided they were like explorers crossing uncharted regions as they walked the boards of this huge vault of wood and plaster. Deeper and deeper they went, failing to find their own trapdoor, and finally even Jordy was forced to admit they had probably gone wrong. He said he was sure he had the right direction, but the others said obviously not. So they turned round and began to retrace their steps. At least, they believed they had turned round, but after a while Chloe wasn’t even certain about this.

‘Look,’ she said, peering up into the gloom above, ‘you can just see the apex of the roof. It’s running opposite to the lines on the floorboards. We’re going level with them now. If we walk at right angles to the cracks, we should get back to where we started.’

It seemed Jordy was too worried to argue with her this time, so the three of them did what Chloe considered to be sensible, yet after an hour or two they still didn’t know whether they were any nearer to their own part of the attic. They were all becoming quite tired, and thirsty too. Piles of junk containing the clutter that one finds in an attic were here and there on the landscape.

Chloe picked up an old bottle made of green glass, with a loose glass stopper rattling in its neck.

‘Cod bottle,’ she said, having once collected old bottles. ‘These are quite rare.’

‘Is there any cod juice left in it?’ asked Alex, through parched lips. ‘Anything to drink?’

‘You don’t get cod juice in a cod bottle. It’s just called that. I think they used to have lemonade in them.’

Alex wandered off a bit while the other two sat down to rest on the floorboards. Alex was one of those people who usually have luck on their side, and this time was no different. He found a water tank hidden in the shadows. Using his hand as a cup he drank from it, ignoring the dead spiders and one or two down feathers floating on top. Then he called the others. They stood and stared at the water for a while, reluctant to drink.

‘We don’t know when we’ll find another waterhole,’ said Alex. ‘You’d better drink. And Clo should fill that cod’s bottle.’

‘Why do you call it that? A waterhole?’ said Chloe. ‘You make it sound as if we’re wild beasts, lost in the desert or something.’

‘He’s right,’ Jordy said. ‘It is a waterhole. There’s nowhere else to drink, is there? And the light’s going …’

The other two followed his gaze upwards, to see the square sun dimming in the rafter-crossed sky.

‘We must conserve our torch batteries,’ said Jordy. ‘Don’t use them unless you have to.’

‘Who made you boss?’ murmured Chloe, but the heart had gone out of her protests. She found herself gripping her torch as if it were a talisman, as if to let it go would be to abandon any chance of escape from this arid wooden place.

The smell of the water was tempting her now. Her throat was so dry she was rasping her words. She filled her bottle, pushing it right down under the scummy surface. She watched as the escaping air bubbles were replaced by water. Then she took the bottle out and drank from it, not caring that the glass container had probably lain in the attic for over a hundred years. She told herself if there had ever been any germs on the neck, they themselves would have died of thirst before now.

Jordy too succumbed and drank directly from the tank, skimming the surface free of dead insects with his hands first.

‘If we all wake up with stomach ache,’ he muttered, ‘I won’t be at all surprised. No one’s brought their mobile, I suppose?’

‘Not me,’ Alex said. ‘Why would I?’

True, thought Chloe, who did not even bother to answer. Why would they take a phone to search the attic? It wasn’t as if they were even going out of the house.

Normally, if they were camping or sleeping somewhere strange on holiday, they would sit up and talk into the night. Yet here, in this great attic they could think of nothing to say. Chloe simply sat there, hugging her knees through her jeans, staring up at the roof. She half hoped that stars would appear up there, now that the sun had gone down. Only one single such twinkling light came to comfort her. It was a bright one, probably Venus, caught in the skylight window. It did cheer her somewhat, to know that there actually was a real world out there.

‘See that?’ she said, pointing it out to Jordy. ‘The Evening Star.’

‘But locked in here,’ he muttered. ‘Trapped inside a bloody great attic.’ He reflected for a moment, before adding, ‘No wonder they call them trapdoors.’

A silence fell between them again. A little later Jordy’s torch went on for a few seconds. He inspected his wrist. Then it went out again.

He whispered to her, ‘My watch is going backwards.’

They both lay down on the boards and tried to sleep. In the middle of the night Chloe heard noises in the darkness. Not loud sounds, more like people walking softly, or small creatures scratching around. They were not even particularly alarming noises. Simply sounds which told her she and her brothers were not alone.

Later Chloe felt something soft brushing her face. She pushed it away, too sleepy to do anything else. An animal curled in the hollow of her stomach and joined her in sleep.

They woke early. The light was grey and dingy for a while, then the sun came through the skylights. The first thing they did was drink from the tank without any fuss. Alex found half a bar of chocolate in his pocket, which he shared out. Had it been in Chloe’s pocket, or Jordy’s, they would have starved. Alex was the only one who didn’t gobble down chocolate as soon as it was in his hands. He saved things for later. On this occasion his restraint did not irritate Chloe. Instead of saying in a sarcastic voice, ‘Oh, you’re so good, little brother’ she said, ‘Well done, Alex.’

‘Could have told us last night,’ muttered Jordy, chewing his three squares.

Alex replied with some logic, ‘Then you’d have had nothing for breakfast.’

Chloe suddenly looked around her, remembering.

‘Nelson came in the night,’ she said. ‘Isn’t he here?’

The two boys stared around them. ‘Can’t see him. You sure?’

‘Yes, positive. Oh well, he’ll find his way back.’

When Chloe had filled her bottle again, the three explorers set out once more. They were assuming that they would find their way out, but Chloe wondered what Ben and Dipa were doing. She guessed her mother would be frantic. Neither Chloe nor Alex had ever stayed out all night before – not without their mother knowing exactly where they were.

Chloe wasn’t sure about Jordy.

She had picked up inferences from her step-brother that things had not been too stable in his family, during and after the divorce. Chloe had the idea that Jordy had run away at least once, when the split in his family had come. Then Jordy’s mother had declined custody of her son, a rejection which must have hurt him. Perhaps he might still have chosen to be with his father, but to have a mother who did not seem to want him must have been painful.

Maybe Ben was at this moment blaming Jordy, thinking that perhaps he’d run away again, taking the other two with him.

‘What is this place?’ muttered Jordy.

‘Obviously it’s a giant attic.’

‘We guessed that,’ Jordy snapped, ‘but why is it so big?’

‘How am I supposed to know?’

They looked at each other for a moment, then Chloe said, ‘Can we stop arguing for a while? We’re all in a fix and we need to pull together to get out of it. Can we just be friends?’

Jordy stared, then grinned. ‘Yeah, sorry, Clo. I don’t mean to be mean. I mean – well, you know what I mean. Just because we don’t always agree, doesn’t mean anything.’

She smiled too. ‘There’s about three million means in there.’

‘You’re no good at maths. There are only about half a dozen. OK, let’s not worry, let’s get walking.’

‘Have you thought,’ she asked, ‘how Ben and Dipa are going to be worrying?’

Jordy shrugged. ‘Not much we can do about it, except keep going. Got to find a way down, is all.’

Chloe knew that Jordy’s pretence at a casual attitude was a front. She knew he felt responsible for what happened to them in any adverse predicament, such as this one. That was because he was male and because he was the eldest. It was stupid of him, of course, but his real mother had drummed some rubbish into him about men being stronger and having to take care of women, who were supposedly weaker.

Chloe felt well able to take care of herself and didn’t need a guardian who was only two months older than she was, even if he was a male. But she couldn’t tell him that, because he would take no notice and it would only make him all the more anxious. Jordy was a product of someone who believed in the old order, when men ruled the world and women did as they were told. Men were made of iron, women were fashioned of thin glass. It was a load of old rubbish, really.

‘We don’t break any more,’ she muttered. ‘We’re made of tougher stuff these days.’

‘What?’ said Jordy, turning his head, a puzzled look on his face. ‘What did you say?’

‘Nothing.’

Suddenly Alex stopped dead in his tracks.

‘Did you see that?’ he asked, staring off to the right of where they were standing. ‘Someone’s out there.’

‘Where?’ asked Jordy, straining to see through the dimness into the far side of the attic. ‘Out there?’

‘Someone moved. I saw a shadow jump.’

Chloe said, ‘Perhaps it’s someone who’s just come up from the house underneath us?’

‘It didn’t move like a person,’ Alex said. ‘It moved like – like some other creature. I don’t know what. An animal or something.’

‘Stop scaring me,’ cried Chloe, her heart beating faster. ‘Don’t play games, Alex.’

‘I wasn’t – look, there it is again. In the shadows. Maybe it’s Nelson?’

‘I saw it. I saw it,’ cried Jordy. ‘It wasn’t a cat, it was – I dunno – it must be a person.’

Alex shook his head. ‘No, it wasn’t. It didn’t move right. Look, again! It’s sort of jerky. Now it’s gone. Gone into the blackness.’

‘I think it’s a person,’ said Chloe quickly. ‘I think we’ve got to look for him – or her. Whoever it is. They can tell us the way out.’


CHAPTER 3

Sky with a Thousand Windows

‘Who?’

Young people.

‘You can tell they’re new to the attic. They keep twisting their heads round trying to catch the dust sprites. No chance.’

The youthful board-comber sees them through the holes in his Venetian carnival mask from afar off and he shivers in another person’s shoes.

He wears several layers of ankle-length coats, all too big for him. He has on his head a great floppy hat, also several sizes too large. These clothes do not belong to him, but were some other’s, for the board-comber himself owns nothing; no clothes at all. He takes them where he finds them and they become part of him, but never belong to him. The camouflage is perfect. When he feels the need to transform himself into a pile of rags he simply falls on the floor in a heap.

I am afeared of people, he tells the bat hanging from his left earlobe. But they draw me to them.

‘That’s because you was people once yourself,’ says the bat. ‘You think of them as family.’

The board-comber, like all his kind, was once an ordinary boy, but he has lived here too long. He does not like direct contact with his old race, for now he’s different, he’s not a person. He wears the mask – it is the mask known to Venetians as Cocalino the jolly friar, with red nose and cheeks and bright red lips – not because he wants to scare anyone, but because he’s not what he used to be. He’s something different now.

But he likes to see children, follow them, gather bits of conversation like dust on a draught.

‘They’re looking,’ the bat cries. ‘You should hide.’

The board-comber drops to the floor and is instantly a pile of rags. Those looking from afar cannot see his eyes, peering out between the folds. All they see are old coats, thrown in a heap, with a hat on top. Those who look more carefully might notice the frozen features of Cocalino, who beams at them with an expression of merry contentment.

Have they gone yet? he asks the bat. Anyway, how can you see them? You’re a blind creature.

‘I am at the moment. You’re squashing me.’

The board-comber lifts his head slightly and finds he has indeed been crushing the bat.

Sorry.

‘How many times?’

I know. I’m sorry.

‘So long as you really are.’

I really am.

‘They’ve gone now. You can get up. Are we going to comb the boards any more today? It’s getting late.’

Just a little longer. The light’s still golden.

The pair of them, horseshoe-bat and board-comber, exist in the attic for one purpose: to collect things. They comb the boards like shell-gatherers comb beaches, but not for shells of course. Not this board-comber at least. It is interested solely in soapstone carvings made by the Inuit Eskimos. That’s his bag. That’s what he seeks. Others might collect paintings, or toy cars, or books, or porcelain figurines. This one scours the tideless reaches of the attic for Inuit carvings. Head down, he walks the long wooden planks, inspecting flotsam, jetsam or any kind of drift-junk, turning over heaps in case a gem of a soapstone carving lies beneath. When he finds one, his heart fills to bursting with joy. He could shout his pleasure to the four high draughts but doesn’t, for board-combers are shy creatures and do not like attention. They wear masks to hide their features and they wear their many layers of clothes not just as a disguise but to become shapeless things of no worth.

‘Look,’ says the bat, ‘a recent chest of drawers. Is your heart going pitter-pat?’

Oh, it is, it is. Do you think there’s one in a drawer?

‘Who knows? You have to look.’

They’re so rare in this part of the attic. We should have emigrated over the boards.

‘If they weren’t rare, you wouldn’t be interested in them. Who wants to look for something common?’

That’s true.

He searches the chest of drawers thoroughly, finding only a few bits and bobs of no interest at all. Cotton reels. Buttons. A few old postcards. A scarf.

Those young people. They might have one in their pockets?

‘Fat chance, unless they’ve just been to Alaska or Northern Canada.’

Maybe they’re straight from Cape Dorset?

‘The eternal optimist. Is it likely? How many people go on holiday to Baffin Bay? I could count them on my claws. You just take those drawers out and look behind them. Sometimes humans hide things behind drawers, so that others can’t find them. Anything there?’

Only a dead bat.

‘You liar.’

Had you, there.

‘Not a chance. Can we rest up now? You need to go to sleep and I need to go out and hunt. I’m starving.’

Shall we count our treasures first?

‘We know how many there are. We counted them last night.’

I want to see them again.

The board-comber takes a leather satchel out of the folds of his coats and lays it carefully on the attic floor. Having opened it, he begins to take out carvings and carefully unwrap the rags which protect them. First there is a beautiful jade-green dancing bear, which is so finely balanced it can stand on one leg without a prop. Next comes a sealskin-coated Inuit drummer, complete with drum and drumstick. Then a dark-grey whale, so shiny it brings tears to the board-comber’s eyes. After that a ruffled-coated wolf is revealed: white and savage-looking, but with tender eyes.

There are thirty-seven pieces in all. Five of them were found in the same box. They’re heavy, but the board-comber never minds the weight. In fact, he likes it, because it reminds him of his success. There is nothing to match the finding of another Inuit carving: no feeling like it. It’s what keeps the board-comber in the attic, what turned him from a person into what he is now. He strokes the bounty of the boards, finding great pleasure in the smooth stone which has been transformed from a simple chunk of rock into a work of art.

Beautiful, murmurs the board-comber. Aren’t they?

‘Oh yes,’ replies the bat, ‘quite beautiful.’

But being lost in his bonanza the board-comber has not noticed that the bat flew away long before the question was even asked.

The sun had multiplied. There were skylight windows all along the heavens now, a hundred, maybe a thousand. They let in a grubby light. The boards had opened up into a wide plain, with hills on the periphery. These hills were fashioned from furniture – chests, chairs, side-tables, wardrobes – and junk such as umbrellas, books, walking sticks, rolls of carpet, workman’s tools. At about one o’clock (an hour before noon on Jordy’s watch) the trio came to a forest of hat stands. These were of the kind that had a central pole and curved prongs like horns at the top, of which some were leafed with hats, scarves, feather boas and the odd coat. In parts they formed thickets and in other areas they were spaced apart, to allow for clearings where the party might rest up and look about them.
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