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For Jon, who never lets fear stand in his way. Nem zentar topello!

And for Sebastian, Oliver, Ben, and Juliette
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Prologue




The Night Before Cat Is Born

THE BABY CLIMBED ONTO THE broomstick that was leaning against the kitchen table. Drool dribbled down her chin and she gave a gummy laugh. Then, waving one chubby little hand in the direction of her mother, she flew off through an open window and over the Potts Bottom Canal.

“No!” Poppy screamed, waking with a start. Her face was damp with sweat, and her braid had come unraveled. She clutched at her husband, reaching over the swell of her enormous belly. “Our baby,” Poppy gasped, shaking Tristram Campbell awake. “She was running around the bakery waving a magic wand and turning all the customers into chickens.”

“Chickens?” Tristram said, patting his wife’s belly. He leaned across and switched on the light.

“Wearing nothing but a diaper. On these little plump legs.” Poppy grabbed for her husband’s hand. “And then she turned you into a giraffe, Tristram, and me into a penguin. It was awful,” Poppy sobbed. “I waddled along behind her, but I couldn’t move very fast because I was a penguin, you see.”

“Oh, I do,” Tristram said, giving Poppy’s fingers a gentle squeeze.

“Then she ran into the kitchen and started turning all my cupcakes to stone. And the cookies and tarts and éclairs. And right before I woke up, she got on my kitchen broom and flew out the window. Laughing.”

“Must have been terrifying,” Tristram murmured in his calmest voice. “Penguins and stone cupcakes and babies on broomsticks. But it was just a dream, Poppy, love.”

“A nightmare!” Poppy said as her stomach suddenly lurched to the right. “The most terrifying nightmare you could imagine.”

“Have a drink of water,” Tristram said, reaching for the glass on his nightstand. He held it up for Poppy and she took a few sips. “Look, Poppy. You’re just nervous because your due date is tomorrow, and I’m sure that’s quite normal. I’m sure a lot of women feel this way. But it will all be all right.”

“You don’t know that,” Poppy said, starting to shake. “What if she inherits my magic gene, Tristram? I couldn’t bear it, honestly I couldn’t.”

“Yes, you could, Poppy. You’re the strongest woman I know. And remember, it often skips a generation or two, so it’s not very likely. But if she does,” Tristram said, “we’ll just face it. Together.”

“Tristram, magic almost ruined my life. I hate everything about it. And I do not want that for our daughter.” The Campbells didn’t know for sure whether they were having a girl, but Mrs. Plunket from the post office swore that they were. And since Mrs. Plunket had correctly guessed the sex of all the babies born in the little Yorkshire town of Potts Bottom, Tristram and Poppy were inclined to believe her.

“Look, it’s not worth worrying about something that may never happen,” Tristram said, giving his wife a reassuring kiss on the cheek, his beard all soft and ticklish. “Now, try to go back to sleep.”

“What if I mess this up, Tristram?” Poppy said. “What if I’m a terrible parent and do everything wrong? I’m so scared.”

Tristram turned out the light and wrapped his arms around Poppy’s belly. It was as warm as a big pan of bread dough. “You will make a wonderful mother,” he said. “I have no doubts about that at all.”

“I hope you’re right,” Poppy whispered, feeling her baby shift about as if she was trying to turn a somersault. “I really hope you’re right.”


        
Chapter One


        

        A Passion for Magic

        THE FOLLOWING AFTERNOON
                AT 3:35, Cat Campbell was born on the floor of her mother’s bakery, right
            into the strong, hairy arms of her father. Tristram had been trying to hustle Poppy, who
            was clearly in labor, away from the caramel cookies she had been baking and off to the
            Potts Bottom hospital. But Poppy insisted on getting her last batch of cookies out of
            the oven first, and so Cat was born on a hot August day, in an even hotter kitchen,
            greeted by the scent of burning caramel. Her father wrapped Cat up in his none too clean
            shirt, and she gripped his finger tight in her hand. Staring right at him out of deep
            green eyes, Cat kicked her spindly legs free. Then, opening her mouth wide, she gave a
            loud, lusty roar. “Little lion!” Tristram murmured, his fatherly heart bursting with
            pride.

        “Can I hold her?” Poppy said, stretching out her arms. She sighed with
            happiness as Tristram gently lowered baby Catherine into them. “Oh, she’s got your red
            hair, Tristram! How wonderful.”

        “And I bet she gets your passion for baking,” Tristram said, grinning
            through his wild, bushy beard. “How could she not, being born in a bakery?”

        Cradling her baby close, Poppy whispered, “I don’t mind what she does. I
            really don’t. Just so long as it isn’t witchcraft.”

        As Cat grew older she loved to sit on the floor of the bakery, which was
            also the Campbells’ little home, converted from an old, abandoned cottage that sat
            beside the Potts Bottom Canal. It was a few minutes’ walk from the center of town, but
            nobody minded the detour because Cat’s mother made the most delicious breads and
            pastries. Cat would stir imaginary concoctions around in saucepans, banging on their
            metal sides and chattering away in baby language. When she was two, Tristram made his
            daughter a wooden stool so she could stand at the counter mixing up her own special
            recipes beside her mother and Marie Claire, the elderly Frenchwoman who owned the bakery
            along with Poppy. Cat liked to raid the spice shelf, shaking cinnamon, ginger, and chili
            powder into her bowl. She’d open all her mother’s canisters, spooning in cornmeal and
            brown sugar. Anything Cat could wrap her tiny hands around she’d use. One time a ladybug
            flew onto the table and Cat scooped him up before he could escape, dropping him into her
            batter.

        “Insect cake! Yummy,” Cat’s dad said, watching Cat stir it around with her
            spoon.

        “Ibeldy gobble,” Cat shrieked, jumping up and down and waving the spoon
            over the bowl.

        “A great baker, just like her mother!” Tristram commented. And Poppy
            couldn’t help smiling because Cat did seem so happy in the kitchen, even though her
            experiments always ended up getting poured down the sink.
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        “What are you making?” Poppy asked one afternoon, as three-year-old Cat
            was hard at work. “Is it a lemon cake?”

        Cat shook her head, sprinkling pepper and cloves into her bowl.

        “How about a chocolate cake?” Marie Claire suggested.

        “No,” Cat replied, plopping in a spoonful of cocoa.

        “Not too much, now,” Poppy said, removing the tin from her daughter’s
            reach. “Cocoa’s expensive!” She gave an indulgent shake of her head. “So what are you
            making, Cat? Cookies?”

        “A fly spell,” Cat announced. “I want to learn to fly.”

        “Like an airplane?” Poppy said, a touch nervously.

        “Uh-uh.” Cat shook her head. “Like a witch, Mamma. I want to be a witch.”
            Cat grabbed the kitchen broom and smeared the sticky potion all over it, and then, with
            the broom between her legs, she jumped off her little stool.

        “That’s enough,” Poppy snapped, startling Cat as she tugged the broom
            away. Poppy handed her a wooden spoon instead. “You’re making a huge mess. And Marie
            Claire needs this broom to sweep the floor.”

        “Mine,” Cat cried out, pointing at the broomstick.

        “It is not yours,” Poppy replied with rather more force than was
            necessary. Cat’s little face started to crumple, unused to hearing her mother sound so
            sharp.

        “Why don’t you help me make cookies?” Poppy suggested more gently.

        “No.” Cat shook her head. “No,” she said again, dipping the spoon handle
            into her bowl of homemade potion. She lifted it out and held it up for Poppy to see. “I
            fly on this then,” Cat declared, straddling the wooden spoon.

        Crossing her fingers under the table, Poppy made a silent plea. Please, please, please, don’t let my daughter be magic, she
            begged.
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        Poppy knew that if a child was going to inherit the magic gene, it
            usually showed up around four or five years old, so there was plenty of time yet. But
            although Cat spent every spare minute she had leaping off chairs with her arms
            outstretched, and mixing up pretend potions, she didn’t, much to her mother’s relief,
            show any real signs of magic.

        “What are you going to do if she does start casting proper spells?”
            Tristram said one afternoon as he and Poppy watched Cat through the kitchen window.
            Their five-year-old daughter wore a witch’s hat she had made out of paper and was waving
            a stick in the air. “It might still happen, Poppy. And you need to be prepared.”

        “I can’t bear to think about such a thing,” Poppy said, folding her arms
            tightly across her chest. “You cannot possibly understand how that makes me feel.”

        “I think I can understand what it would be like to have a passion you
            couldn’t follow,” Tristram said gently. “Imagine how unhappy you’d be if you didn’t
            bake, Poppy. And I’d be miserable if you wanted me to stay home all the time and get a
            regular job, give up my research.” He scratched his compass tattoo and said, “I love
            discovering new species of plants and exploring different parts of the world.”

        Poppy sighed, but she didn’t reply, and they both watched Cat, who was
            clearly trying to put a spell on one of the chickens that was pecking around the yard,
            waving her stick in front of its face. “I love what I do, and you love what you do,”
            Tristram continued, “and right now poor Cat can only pretend. She can’t do what she
            loves. But if the day ever comes when she can, you’re going to have to be prepared,
            Poppy.”

        “I don’t want to talk about this,” Poppy said, turning away from the
            window.
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        As the years passed by, Cat’s passion for magic grew, even though it
            became clear that she hadn’t inherited the magic gene. It was so unfair, Cat thought as
            she blew out her birthday candles year after year. Her mother was, or had been, a witch
            long ago—a pretty good one too, according to her grandparents. And yet she had given it
            all up to become a baker. A baker! How boring was that?
            Standing in a hot kitchen all day, spending hours and hours making things that would
            disappear in a couple of bites. What a waste of time, when you could buy a perfectly
            good cake from Super Savers Market. And how wonderful it must have been to be magical.
            Her grandmother often told her how they had first discovered Poppy had the gift of
            magic—how when she was a baby she had blown beautiful multicolored bubbles and how, just
            by waving her baby fists around, wonderful iced cakes would appear. Cat sometimes tried
            blowing bubbles in front of the mirror, but try as she might, all she managed to produce
            was a colorless bit of drool down her chin. That’s what Cat thought so unfair—her mother
            had the gift and didn’t appreciate it at all, while she, Cat, who really, really wanted
            it, couldn’t even manage a magical dribble.

        “Why on earth doesn’t Mum just use magic?” Cat would sometimes ask her
            father, when the bakery had been particularly busy and Cat’s mother was exhausted from a
            day spent baking batch after batch of delicious cakes and cookies.

        “Take a look at The Compendium of Witchcraft
                Cookery sometime, Cat,” her father would reply with a grin. “You don’t want
            to know what goes into those cookie spells. They say they always use all natural
            ingredients, but really . . . a smear of snail’s slime, a wisp of worm’s wind. . . .
            Let’s be thankful Mum likes to do it the hard way. Nothing beats butter.” And he’d take
            another large mouthful of caramel crunch cookie.

        “I’d use magic all the time if I had the gift,” Cat would say wistfully,
            waving a wooden spoon around the kitchen. “Abracazam!” she’d cry out, but nothing ever
            happened.

        Most days, after school, Cat loved to watch the Ruthersfield girls come
            swooping along the canal path on their broomsticks, propping them outside the bakery as
            casually as if they were umbrellas. They’d swan through the door in their smart purple
            uniforms, magic wands sticking out of their backpacks. Ruthersfield Academy was the only
            accredited school for magic in the country, and it was right in the center of Potts
            Bottom. Cat would have traded her last bag of jelly beans to go there. She’d hear the
            girls groan about spell tests and potions class as they bought bags of sticky buns, and
            the longing inside Cat would grow so intense it became almost a physical ache. She had
            tried talking to her mother about Ruthersfield, about what it was like when she had gone
            there, but Poppy refused to discuss it at all.

        “Magic made me miserable, Cat.” That was all she would say.

        “But didn’t you love flying on a broomstick, Mamma, and mixing up
            potions?”

        “I hated Ruthersfield,” Poppy would snap with such force that Cat always
            let the conversation drop.

        One day, unable to help herself, Cat climbed onto a smooth chestnut
            broomstick leaning against the side of the bakery. The teacher it belonged to came every
            week to buy a loaf of her mother’s walnut bread. She didn’t look much older than some of
            the year-twelve girls, with her bouncy brown curls and smooth skin, but instead of a
            uniform she dressed in the long purple gown the teachers wore.

        “Fly,” Cat ordered the broomstick, jumping off the ground. She imagined
            how it would feel, soaring through the air, and Cat jumped again and again, but each
            time she landed with a thud.

        “Do you think I might have my broomstick back, please?” the woman said,
            coming out of the shop, a bag of warm bread in her arms.

        “Gosh, I’m so sorry,” Cat apologized, blushing with embarrassment as she
            handed the broomstick over. “I was very careful with it. I just wish I could fly.”

        “It is fun,” the woman admitted, holding out her hand. “I’m Clara Bell, by
            the way. I teach magical history at Ruthersfield. And your mother makes the best bread
            in Potts Bottom. Actually she makes the best bread I’ve ever had.”

        “Yes, she’s an excellent baker,” Cat agreed with a sigh. “But baking is so
            boring. I want to be a witch, just like you. My mum got the gift, but she doesn’t use it
            anymore, and my great-great-grandmother Mabel was an amazing witch. She invented all
            kinds of brilliant things.”

        “Well, don’t give up yet,” Clara Bell said, tucking the bread into her
            satchel. “I was ten when I showed my first sign of magic. A Late Bloomer,” she added
            with a smile.

        “What happened?” Cat said eagerly, bouncing up and down. “How did it
            feel?”

        “I was taking a shower, and I remember thinking what a boring color water
            was, and all of a sudden it started to run this lovely shade of lavender.” Clara Bell
            laughed at the memory. “I felt all tingly inside, as if my magic was fizzing.”

        “Oh, I wish that would happen to me.”

        But by the time Cat turned eleven, it was clear she had not inherited her
            mother’s magical gene, although every time she blew out her birthday candles or saw a
            shooting star, that was the wish Cat made.

        “Never mind, Cat, love,” her father said, giving her one of his big bear
            hugs. “When you’re a little bit older you can come with me on some of my research trips.
            Being a botanist may not be magical, but it’s full of excitement. I’d never have
            discovered that new species of moss if I hadn’t got lost on a mountain in Tanzania.”

        “Thanks, Dad,” Cat replied, unable to quite give up on her dream.

        Her mother was relieved. Cat knew that. Poppy couldn’t hide her feelings
            toward magic, although she hated seeing her daughter so sad. “We’ll find you a passion
            you can do,” Poppy suggested, buying Cat ice skates, a paint set, and a tennis racket.
            She signed her daughter up for gymnastics classes, horseback riding, and rock climbing.
            But although Cat had fun and enjoyed trying new things, nothing could take away her
            desire to be a witch. The one thing in the world she couldn’t have.

    

Chapter Two




The Fear of Madeline Reynolds

CAT BURST THROUGH THE DOOR of the bakery, bringing with her a swirl of crisp November air. “We’re doing a project at school, Mamma,” she called out. “We have to dress up as the person from history we most admire and write a biography on them.”

“Oh, what fun!” Poppy said, handing Maxine Gibbons a bag of warm almond cakes. Maxine had lived next door to Poppy’s parents in their little brick house on Pudding Lane for almost fifty years, and knew everything there was to know about the family. In fact, Maxine Gibbons knew everything there was to know about most people in Potts Bottom.

“Who are you going to choose?” Maxine asked, tucking the cakes in her basket. Her dark eyes gleamed with interest, and the whiskers on her chin quivered through their dusting of powder. Cat saw her mother glance at the door and knew she wanted Maxine to leave, but Maxine obviously had no intention of budging. She looked straight at Cat and gave a sly smile. At least it looked sly to Cat. “I’ll never forget when your mother was at Ruthersfield, Cat; she had to do a biography project too. Remember that, Poppy?”

Poppy slammed the till shut and glared at Maxine. “I’m surprised you do. That was a long time ago.”

“Oh, I remember it like it was yesterday,” Maxine said, giving a little shiver. “You did yours on Madeline Reynolds, didn’t you? The most dangerous witch in the world. I get chills just thinking about her.”

“Mamma, is that true?” Cat said in alarm. “You actually chose Madeline Reynolds?”

“Maxine!” Poppy fumed. “Was that really necessary? Or do you just enjoy frightening Cat by bringing up Madeline Reynolds? Because this wouldn’t be the first time, would it?”

“All I said—” Maxine began, but Poppy cut her off.

“I know what you said. And have you forgotten that it was you who scared Cat to tears when she was only four years old? Four!” Poppy shouted. “Right here in the bakery. She hadn’t even heard of Madeline Reynolds, but you had to go and tell her in vivid Maxine detail all the awful things she’d done. How she’d washed away half of Italy with one of her spells.” Cat’s mother rarely lost her temper, but the way she swished her braid over her shoulder and grabbed a croissant made Cat wonder if she was about to throw it at Maxine. “Do you know I still have to check under Cat’s bed sometimes, just to make sure Madeline Reynolds isn’t hiding there? Which by the way is impossible,” Poppy added, “because Madeline Reynolds is locked up in Scrubs Prison and is never ever getting out.” She put her hands on the counter, crushing the croissant, and took a couple of deep breaths. “Honestly, Maxine, I have never understood why you felt the need to tell Cat about her in the first place.”

Cat noticed the look Maxine gave her mother, as if they both shared a secret and weren’t saying. “Well, I thought Cat should know,” Maxine said with a huff. “Having such a big interest in magic the way she always has.”

“You gave her nightmares for years,” Poppy shouted, as Marie Claire came hobbling out of the kitchen. “So why you’d go and mention her again is beyond me.”

“Is everything all right?” Marie Claire said. She slipped an arm around Cat’s waist. “What is going on?”

“Maxine was just leaving, weren’t you?” Poppy snapped, marching over to the door and opening it.

“Well, really!” Maxine said, and clutching her basket against her, she scurried out of the bakery.

Cat gave a nervous laugh. “I thought you were going to throw that croissant at her head, Mamma! You looked so mad.”

“Honestly, Maxine drives me nuts,” Poppy said, managing a smile at Cat. “Always stirring the pot. Let’s not waste another breath on that woman.”

“And I haven’t had nightmares about Madeline Reynolds for years,” Cat pointed out. “I just like you to check under my bed sometimes because it’s part of our old routine.”

Marie Claire cleared her throat. “So how was school today?” she asked in her softly faded French accent, tactfully changing the subject. She had lived at the bakery with Cat and her parents for as long as Cat could remember, helping her mother with all the cooking and keeping them company when Cat’s father, Tristram, was off having one of his adventures.

“I have to dress up as my favorite person in history and write a paper about her,” Cat said.

“And who will you choose?” Poppy asked, straightening a row of cupcakes.

Cat wanted to say Mabel Ratcliff, her great-great-grandmother who had invented a way to harvest star power and had helped design one of the first rocket broomsticks to fly to the moon. But what she was most well-known for was her amazing quick-growing hair potion that came in a wonderful array of colors. Curly autumn leaf, which was a lovely deep red, and burnt caramel, which looked all glossy and smooth and made you want to lick it. Because of Mabel Ratcliff’s hair invention, baldness was a thing of the past, and even though Cat hadn’t inherited the family magic gene, she was still unbelievably proud of her great-great-grandmother. “I’m not sure yet,” Cat began, knowing that if she mentioned Mabel Ratcliff, her mother’s face would get that tight, stressed look, the way it always did whenever Cat brought up anything to do with witchcraft. And she hated upsetting her mother. They could talk about everything else in the whole world, except Cat’s love of magic.

“Maybe Antonia Bigglesmith?” Cat said, thinking her idea out loud. “She was the first woman to fly an airplane all the way across the Indian Ocean, all by herself.” The shop bell tinkled and a group of Ruthersfield girls walked into the bakery. Cat couldn’t help staring at their smart purple uniforms with the thin gold trim around the edges. “Antonia Bigglesmith was an adventurer just like Dad,” Cat continued quietly.

“Well, Tristram would approve of that!” Poppy said. “No one loves adventure more than he does.”

Cat swallowed the ache in her throat. She missed her father so much when he was traveling. His research as a botanist took him all over the world. At this very moment he was off exploring the mountains of Zangezur, looking for a rare type of plant that one of the local tribes claimed had extraordinary healing properties.

“You know my dad used to have an old pilot’s cap,” Poppy said. “It was one his father wore in the war. You should ask Grandpa if he still has it,” she suggested. “That would be perfect for your costume.”

“Oh, Mum, that’s a great idea! Can I go now?” Cat said, wanting to take a look at the broomsticks parked out front, before their owners flew off.

“Just be back in time for dinner,” Poppy called after her as Cat hurried out of the shop. “The Parkers are coming.”

Propped up against the wall of the bakery were four brooms. Three were made of a light, honey-colored wood, and one was a dark cherry. Cat ran her hands up and down the cherry one, feeling the smoothness of the grain beneath her fingers. She closed her eyes, imagining what it must be like to swoop across the sky.

“Excuse me, that’s mine,” one of the Ruthersfield girls said, grabbing her broom from Cat. “Please don’t touch it.”

“I’m sorry,” Cat murmured, stepping back. “It’s just so beautiful.”

The girl didn’t answer. She climbed on and turned her head away, waiting for her friends to mount. Then, with a chorus of giggling, the four girls swooped into the air, following the path alongside the canal. Cat stared after them, watching the girls shrink to the size of purple birds. It was only then that she wondered why her mother had picked Madeline Reynolds for a biography project. Why not Mabel Ratcliff or some other wonderful witch? Madeline Reynolds was the worst storm brewer in history. What possible appeal could she have had for her mother? Cat wished Maxine Gibbons hadn’t mentioned it.



Chapter Three




An Exciting Discovery

CAT LOVED TO VISIT HER grandparents in their little brick house on Pudding Lane. She set off in the same direction as the broomstick riders. The Ribbald Valley, where Potts Bottom nestled, was tinged with autumn colors, and in the distance, Cat could see the swell of fields and hills, still speckled with purple heather. As she walked, she threw a stone across the canal, trying to hit the woods on the other side. At one time, back in the last century, the canal had been a bustling waterway, but now the most traffic it ever got was the odd pleasure barge or a family of ducks floating down.

Her path veered off to the right, and Cat started to run, heading up the well-worn track into town. She wound her way through the narrow streets. A lot of the homes in Potts Bottom had been built close together, so you could often see neighbors chatting over fences and washing flapping on clotheslines. Cat always took the same route, balancing on top of garden walls with the speed and agility of a cat. She even looked like one, with her sleek marmalade-colored hair and green eyes. Occasionally Cat managed to reach number 10 Pudding Lane without once touching the pavement. There was one big leap between Mrs. Miller’s house and Maxine’s where Cat often fell, but she loved the challenge of trying, even if she did sometimes end up with scraped knees. This afternoon, though, Cat leaped across perfectly, imagining she was flying on a broomstick.

“Catkins!” Granny Edith cried, opening the door. “What a lovely surprise!” She spread her arms wide, and Cat flew into them.

“I’m doing a project on Antonia Bigglesmith, Granny, and I need a costume. Mamma thought Grandpa might still have an old pilot’s cap of his dad’s, which would be perfect.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Granny Edith said, shepherding Cat into the kitchen. “Roger, it’s Catkins,” she called out, switching off the television.

Cat smiled at her grandfather, who was sitting at the table with a cup of tea. She kissed the top of his silvery hair, thick and soft as a lion’s mane thanks to Granny Mabel’s hair potion.

“How’s my favorite granddaughter?” Roger Pendle said, getting to his feet. He always greeted Cat that way, which she found rather funny because she was their only granddaughter. “Did you bring me some of your mum’s coconut cupcakes?”

“Now, don’t go pestering Cat for cupcakes, Roger. It’s not like you need any.”

“Sorry, Grandpa, I forgot,” Cat said, noticing that her grandfather’s cardigan did seem to be having difficulty stretching across his middle.

“Cat’s here on a mission,” Edith Pendle said. “She wants that old pilot’s hat of your dad’s. You know the one, with the furry flaps.”

“Oh, I’ve no idea where that is.” Roger Pendle shook his head. “You did that big clean-out a few years ago, Edith.”

“Well, I wouldn’t have thrown the cap away. It’s probably in the attic somewhere, if you felt like having a look, Cat.”

“Bit of a mess up there,” Roger Pendle said. “And you better watch out for spiders, Catkins!”

“That’s not funny, Grandpa!” Cat said, trying hard not to smile. She’d always had a powerful fear of spiders, and one Christmas dinner a few years ago, Grandpa Roger had got a trick plastic one in his Christmas cracker. Cat still got embarrassed, thinking about how loud she had screamed when she saw it, knocking her bowl of pudding onto the floor. Even though most of the spiders she came across were small, harmless things, it still made her palms sweat and her skin tingle whenever she saw one scuttling around on its hairy legs. “Will you come up with me, Gran?” Cat said. “Show me where to look?”

“I’m not sure I know, dear. Just have a poke about. It’ll be in one of the boxes.”

Granny Edith led Cat upstairs. At the top of the landing was a narrow door with an old-fashioned key in the lock.

“I can never get this thing to turn,” Granny Edith said, jiggling the key about. “It always sticks for me.” She gave a frustrated huff. “You have a go, Cat.”

Cat grasped the large iron key. She wiggled it back and forth a few times, and finally managed to twist the key around. Pressing the handle down, Cat tugged the door, which opened with a stiff creak.

“Well done, Kitty Cat.” Granny Edith reached inside and flipped on the light switch. “Now, be careful going up.”

The stairs to the attic were narrow and steep. Cat pressed against the walls as she climbed. A gritty layer of dirt covered each tread, and she guessed that her grandparents hadn’t been up here in quite some time.

“If you can’t find the cap, just give me a shout,” Granny Edith called up.

“Don’t worry, Gran, I’ll be fine,” Cat replied, stepping into the attic. A powerful tang of mothballs greeted her. The air was so thick with dust Cat could almost taste it. Looking around, she saw a cradle and high chair that must have been used by her mother when she was a baby, an old sewing machine, a stack of checkered suitcases, and piles of cardboard boxes. Wispy cobwebs dangled from the beams, but they were ancient and tattered and spiders hadn’t lived there in a long time. This felt like Christmas, Cat decided, picking her way across the floor. Who knew what treasures might be hidden in these boxes? Although Cat found out pretty quickly the answer to that was not many. Being careful to keep an eye out for spiders, she unearthed some gardening tools, a set of brown spotted china, some old hairbrushes, and three boxes of Train Spotter magazine. There were a couple of bulging plastic bags slumped in a corner. Cat rooted through them, pulling out a sparkly beaded dress that smelled of Granny Edith’s face powder and a green velvet jacket full of moth holes, but no pilot’s cap.

Giving a sigh of disappointment, Cat glanced around the attic. Where would Granny Edith have put the cap? she wondered. On the far north side, Cat noticed a small window built into one of the eaves. It was covered in grime, so there was little light coming through, but enough for Cat to see a crawl space underneath. Being careful not to tread on any loose boards, she made her way across to it. Getting down on her knees, Cat peered into the crawl space. Tucked right at the back so they were difficult to see were two cardboard boxes. Coughing from the dust, Cat tugged them out, one at a time. This looked like the sort of place you would keep something important. And sure enough, when she opened the first box, underneath a mound of loose papers and maps, Cat pulled out an old aviation cap. The leather was stiff and cracked with age, and moths had nibbled the fur around the edges, but it would be perfect for her costume. There was even a pair of goggles to go over the cap, and with the maps as accessories she would look just like Antonia Bigglesmith!
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