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              Chapter One            

  ‘It’s a shame we won’t be able to solve any myster ies this 

half-term,’ Flora said. 

 ‘When will you be back?’ Minnie asked. 

 ‘The end of the holi days. We’re away for fi ve days, 

until Friday. But we’ll have the last weekend. Maybe, if 

I’m lucky, there will be a quick fi x-it-in-a-day mystery for 

me to solve with you all before we go back to school,’ 

Flora said hope fully. 

 She, Andrew, Piotr and Minnie were stand ing on Marsh 

Road, outside the cafe. Inside, the cafe looked warm, but 

out on the street the February wind was freez ing. Flora 

stamped her feet and pulled her duffel coat tighter to stay 

warm. Around them, the market was quiet; the few shop-

pers who were there had their heads down and their 

scarves up. Flora could smell the cold, almost a fog of it. 

 ‘It’s all right for you and Sylvie,’ Andrew said, his 
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spiked hair looking a bit limp in the damp air. ‘You’re 

spend ing the holi days in Tenerife. Where it will be hot. 

I can’t even remem ber hot.’ 

 Flora smiled. She was looking forward to the holiday, 

but she would miss her friends. And the chance of solving 

a mystery. 

 ‘Well, if you’re lucky,’ Minnie said, ‘maybe someone 

will steal the hotel camels, or smuggle rubies across the 

Sahara, and you and Sylvie can invest ig ate.’ 

 ‘Have a good time,’ Piotr said. ‘Send us a post card.’ 

 ‘I will.’ Flora raised a mittened hand to her friends, 

then turned and headed home. 

 It would be nice to spend time with Dad. He 

was always so busy with work that even when he was 

around, his mind was often back at Breeze, the company 

he had founded. His head was so full of bike cogs and 

scooter wheels and light weight alloys, and all the bits of 

people-powered trans port they made, it was a wonder his 

skull didn’t rattle. Flora pulled her bobble hat lower, to 

cover the tips of her ears. In a few hours’ time she’d be on 

a beach with Dad, concen trat ing on body board ing, not 

board meet ings. It seemed impossible! 

 She turned left into her street. The brick work of the 

Georgian terraces was dusty brown in the winter light. 
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Soon to be swapped for white wash and blazing sunshine. 

Flora found herself skip ping the last hundred metres to 

her house. She let herself in. 

 ‘Hello!’ she yelled. There was no response, though 

she could hear her mother’s voice coming from her study 

beside the front door. She must be on the phone. Flora 

pulled off her winter gear – wouldn’t be needing that for 

a while – then ran upstairs to fi nd her twin sister, Sylvie. 

 She was loun ging on her bed. They shared a room and 

each side of it was as differ ent as was possible. Flora’s was 

neat, Sylvie’s looked like an explo sion in a charity shop; 

Flora’s book shelves had books on them; Sylvie’s had 

dance awards and medals. Flora’s clothes were tidy – 

folded neatly on the bed; Sylvie’s looked like they had 

been worn to bed. 

 Sylvie looked up as Flora came in, but didn’t move. 

 ‘You should hurry up,’ Flora said. ‘Dad will be here soon.’ 

 Flora checked her packing one last time. It was done 

with milit ary preci sion. Everything was neatly folded 

and arranged in handy layers – the things she’d need 

for the fi rst night on top, at the bottom thick jumpers, in 

case Tenerife in February was not the sun-soaked para dise 

she was hoping for. A couple of books formed a defens ive 

barrier between clean clothes and germy shoes. 
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 Sylvie’s case, on the other hand, was a mess. A swim-

suit wrestled with a pair of jeans; a blouse had a dress in 

some kind of head lock, and a wash bag leaked shampoo 

over it all. The only thing that was packed neatly was the 

insulin Sylvie would need, and Mum had been the one to 

pack that. 

 ‘You’ll be sorry when you get there and everything 

you have to wear is crumpled and soap stained,’ Flora 

said to her twin, knowing that there was no point at all in 

giving Sylvie advice. 

 ‘Dad will get the hotel to fi x it.’ Sylvie shrugged. ‘Or 

Anna will.’ 

 Sylvie said ‘Anna’ in the same way that a nineteenth-

century count ess might have said ‘the kitchen maid’. 

 Flora pressed her lips together. Ever since Dad had 

met Anna at Breeze four months ago and they’d started 

dating, Sylvie had said Anna’s name that way. It wasn’t 

fair; Anna was nice. The annoy ing thing was that she 

 would  sort out Sylvie’s ruined clothes when they arrived. 

And the chances of Sylvie saying thank you were some-

where between zero and nothing. 

 There was no chan ging Sylvie though, and Anna didn’t 

seem too upset by it – or at least was good at pretend ing 

not to be – so hope fully it wouldn’t ruin the holiday. 
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Flora picked an extra book off her shelf and dropped it 

into her case, just in case she needed to hide. 

 As she closed the lid, Mum came in. 

 Flora knew instantly that there was some thing wrong. 

Mum cupped her elbows as though she were cold, but 

her cheeks were fl ushed an angry red. 

 ‘What?’ Flora asked. 

 ‘Something’s happened . . . I’m not sure . . .’ Mum’s 

fi ngers dug into her arms. 

 ‘Is it Dad? Is he hurt?’ 

 ‘No, no. Not that. But he isn’t coming,’ Mum said, 

clearly trying to keep her voice under control. ‘I just 

spoke to him.’ 

 Sylvie sprang up like a wounded jack-in-the-box. 

‘What do you mean, he isn’t coming? Why not?’ 

 Mum unfol ded her arms and gave a tight shrug. 

‘He wouldn’t say. He wouldn’t tell me. He just says he 

can’t.’ 

 ‘He  wouldn’t  say?’ Flora could hear her own heart beat, 

thump ing in her ears. ‘Why wouldn’t he say?’ How could 

he cancel their holiday and not explain? It didn’t make 

sense. 

 ‘I’m not a mind reader. If he won’t tell me, how am I 

supposed to know?’ 



6

 Flora knew it was disap point ment on their behalf that 

made Mum snap, but knowing that didn’t make it hurt 

any less. 

 She didn’t reply. She sat on her bed and let Sylvie do 

the ranting. 

 ‘Is he going with just Anna instead?’ Sylvie deman ded. 

‘Are they going without us?’ 

 Mum shook her head. ‘No one’s going.’ 

 Some of what Sylvie was saying made it through 

the confused cloud of Flora’s brain – ‘he prom ised’, 

‘planned for ages’, ‘not fair’. But it was as if Sylvie 

were talking miles away; mostly all Flora could hear 

was the blood beating in her ears. A kind of white noise 

that made her feel dizzy and sick. She felt as if she 

were crump ling up inside like scrap paper thrown in 

the bin. She gripped the case full of things she wouldn’t 

need. 

 ‘Why?’ she whispered. 

 No one listened. Mum was trying to soothe Sylvie. 

 ‘Why?’ Flora said louder. 

 Mum shrugged, her shoulders tight as fi sts. ‘I can’t tell 

you why. He was being evasive. Secretive, even. But . . . 

well, I do know that he wasn’t calling from his mobile. 

He was calling from his work phone.’ 
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 ‘Work?’ Sylvie shrieked. ‘Why’s he at work when he 

should be picking us up?’ 

 ‘Is some thing wrong at Breeze?’ Flora asked before 

Sylvie could launch herself off again. 

 ‘I really don’t know, Flora,’ Mum said. She paused. 

‘I’m so sorry, girls. This isn’t fair.’ 

 ‘It must be import ant,’ Flora said. ‘He wouldn’t cancel 

for just nothing.’ 

 ‘Who knows what your father would do for that 

place,’ Mum said sourly. 

 Mum had never liked the long hours that Dad 

worked, or the week ends given up to make sure the 

company he’d set up ran smoothly. They used to row 

about it a lot. 

 ‘Did Dad ask to speak to us?’ Flora tried to keep the 

hope out of her voice, but she couldn’t help wonder ing if 

Mum had misun der stood. Maybe Dad just meant to 

post pone the holiday, that they could catch the fl ight 

tomor row instead of today. 

 ‘No, he barely had time to speak to me. He said he’d 

try and see you next weekend.’ 

 Next weekend? At the end of half-term? That was fi ve 

whole days away! Flora pulled her feet up on to the bed 

and wrapped her arms around her knees. 
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 ‘And I don’t know what I’m supposed to do now.’ 

Mum checked her watch. ‘I took the morning off, but 

I have to go to work this after noon. There’s a big court 

case this week; I’m arguing for the defence. I was hoping 

to get so much done in the peace and quiet.’ She sighed. 

‘I can try and fi nd a tempor ary child minder, I suppose. I 

know he’s your dad, but Daniel makes me want to scream 

some times, he really does.’ 

 Mum was about to leave when Flora spoke. ‘Wait. Can 

we go and see him, do you think? I mean, at work? He 

can tell us what’s going on. And even if he can’t, then 

we’d be all right waiting there until you’ve fi nished. We 

can read in recep tion.’ 

 Mum shook her head. ‘Dad wouldn’t like it.’ 

 ‘Is that a problem?’ Sylvie asked. 

 For the fi rst time, a fl icker of humour fl ashed across 

Mum’s face. ‘It’s tempt ing, but it wouldn’t be fair on you. 

If there’s some big crisis at Breeze then no one will look 

after you prop erly.’ 

 ‘Mum,’ Flora said fi rmly, ‘Dad should give us a proper 

explan a tion. And we’ll be safe there. You won’t have to 

worry about getting someone to look after us at the last 

minute.’ 

 Mum wavered for a minute. She checked her watch 
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again. ‘All right. He said he was rushing to a meeting, but 

I’ll call recep tion and make sure they get a message to 

him. I’ll drop you there on my way to work. We’ll leave 

in fi fteen minutes. I’m so sorry this has happened, girls, I 

really am.’ 

 Flora stood and gave Mum a hug. She felt Mum’s arms 

wrapped around her, warm muscle and cashmere. She 

heard Mum swal low ing a sob. Mum hated to see them 

hurt. Flora hated to be hurt. 

 So whatever secret Dad was keeping, it had better be 

a matter of life and death.  
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  Chapter Two            

  They drove in silence. The mood of the day had 

changed so completely. Sylvie, next to Mum in the 

front of the car, seemed wound up tight. Flora felt 

the same way. The excite ment of check ing and 

recheck ing her pass port that morning seemed like 

forever ago. 

 The streets outside glided past. In the warmth of the 

car, Flora was cocooned from the cold. Part of her wished 

they could just drive around and around, watch ing the 

town, without having to get out, ever. 

 But all too soon, Mum drew up outside Breeze. The 

company had offi ces and a big work shop on the indus trial 

estate. The front part of the build ing was red brick and 

squat. The back part was a big green steel construc tion. 

The two halves were connec ted by a glass atrium and a 

long corridor, but she couldn’t see that from the front. If 
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she squin ted, Flora thought the build ing looked a bit like 

a stran ded turtle. 

 The engine idled. 

 ‘Do you want me to come in with you?’ Mum asked. 

 ‘No,’ Flora said, ‘we’ll fi nd Dad and wait with him 

until you fi nish work. It will be  OK .’ She’d never got 

used to reas sur ing Mum, though it happened quite often. 

 ‘Fine. I don’t think I really want to see him today. I’m 

not sure my tongue would stay civil. I’ll call some child-

care agen cies for tomor row. Your dad, he – oh.’ Mum 

made a frus trated noise, as if words were no good for 

explain ing just what Dad was. 

 ‘I know,’ Flora said. ‘We’ll see you later.’ 

 ‘Bye, Mum,’ Sylvie said. 

 The temper at ure outside the car was enough to make 

Flora shiver, despite her duffel coat. She tugged her hood 

up over her bobble hat and pulled on her back pack. 

 She waved as Mum drove off with a toot of the horn. 

 Sylvie hadn’t waited; she was already pushing open 

the door to Breeze. 

 Flora followed her inside. The usually calm recep tion 

area now looked like a scene from a shouty daytime talk 

show with secur ity guards holding back the audi ence 

members. It was nothing like a regular Monday. The 
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recep tion and the panic-stricken recep tion ist were sur roun-

ded by fl ap ping people in suits – their mouths fl apped, their 

hands fl apped, their many manila folders fl apped. No one 

was listen ing to a word anyone else was saying. 

 Not a single person looked around at their entrance. 

 She could feel Sylvie brist ling like a grumpy hedge hog 

beside her. Being a twin, a living game of Snap, she was 

used to being noticed. Being a young actress, she  d e -

manded  to be noticed. 

 Being ignored was not, at all, accept able as far as Sylvie 

was concerned. 

 Flora didn’t mind, though. It gave her time to try and 

work out what was going on. If Dad was at Breeze instead 

of collect ing them to take them to the airport, then 

whatever had happened had to be related to the company. 

And the chaos of recep tion only bolstered that 

impres sion. 

 Flora glanced around for clues. Some of the very best 

Breeze products hung down from the ceiling, lit by spot-

lights, like exhib its in a museum. The bike that had won 

the Tour de France; a stunt skate board that had been in a 

famous music video; a slim line scooter that had been the 

most-wanted Christmas present three winters ago – 

they’d run out of stock at one point and fi ghts had broken 



13

out between desper ate parents. The white walls looked as 

crisp as ever; the super size sofas in primary colours looked 

as cheer ful as they always did. 

 So why were the people at the desk yelling? 

 She and Sylvie moved closer. 

 The recep tion ist was trying to answer three phone 

calls at once – as soon as she said ‘Hold, please’ into 

one receiver, another one rang. She scribbled on a Post-it 

note and stuck it on the coun ter top with dozens of others. 

 Flora could make out some of the words being yelled: 

‘How did it happen?’; ‘Drillax are moving fast’; ‘Industrial 

espi on age!’ Interesting. They needed to speak to Dad. 

 She wondered how she might get the recep tion ist’s 

atten tion. She raised her hand slightly, as though she 

were in class. Then she lowered it again, feeling stupid. 

She wasn’t sure what to do. 

 Sylvie, on the other hand, did. She barged through the 

small crowd, all elbows, until she was at the front. She 

laid both palms care fully on the counter, avoid ing 

the jigsaw of Post-its. ‘I’m Sylvie Hampshire. This is 

Flora.’ She pulled Flora through the scrum to the desk. 

‘We’re here to see Daniel Hampshire. Our dad.’ 

 The recep tion ist blew her fringe out of her eyes and 

focused, for a second, on Sylvie. ‘Oh, yes, your mum said 
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some thing . . .’ She picked up Post-its and let them drop 

like confetti. ‘But I haven’t . . . well, wanted to disturb 

them.’ 

 Sylvie raised an eyebrow. 

 The recep tion ist sighed. ‘I’ll try my best,’ she said, and 

reached for a phone. 

 Flora’s gaze dropped towards the scatter of notes 

while the recep tion ist made the call. She knew it was 

wrong to read private messages. But messages stuck to 

the coun ter top weren’t private, were they? They were 

out in the open, almost public prop erty. She squished 

the voice that told her they were only there because 

there was no room left beside the phone. Squished it fl at. 

And tried to read upside down. 

 It was tricky. Especially as the recep tion ist had hand-

writ ing worse than an inky spider tap-dancing on paper. 

 But she could read the odd word:  spy ,  theft ,  5000 , 

 stolen . 

 Spy? The disap point ment that had draped the day 

shifted slightly and a tiny glimmer of light shone through. 

Could this be a case? What had been stolen? Was this what 

Dad was so reluct ant to reveal? Five thou sand of what? 

 She tried to get closer to the notes. 

 ‘Flora!’ 
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 The voice calling her name made her jump back, more 

than a little guiltily. 

 ‘Flora! And Sylvie too.’ 

 It wasn’t her dad. She turned to see Anna, Dad’s girl-

friend, stand ing by the recep tion desk. 

 Anna smiled tightly at the recep tion ist. ‘Thank you, 

Mabel, I’ll take it from here.’ 

 Anna looked like someone faced with a surprise test 

she hadn’t revised for. Her dark hair was escap ing its 

pony tail. Her light brown skin had not a single drop of 

make-up on it. But then, Flora had seen her spend a whole 

day in a top that was on inside out, so it wasn’t that odd. 

 ‘This is some kind of a day, isn’t it?’ Anna asked. 

 ‘Where’s Dad?’ Sylvie said. 

 ‘Hello, Sylvie,’ Anna said smoothly. When they’d fi rst 

met her, Anna had said that it would be tricky to 

tell them apart, but actu ally, she’d got the hang of it 

quickly – Sylvie was the one scowl ing at her. 

 ‘Hi, Anna,’ Flora replied. For them both. 

 ‘It’s awful about the holiday, isn’t it?’ Anna said. She 

moved away from the clamour of the desk and settled 

down into a yolk-yellow sofa. She patted the seat beside 

her and Flora sat down. Sylvie balanced on an apple-red 

cube. 
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 ‘Where’s Dad?’ Sylvie asked again. 

 Anna’s smile faltered. ‘He’s a bit caught up at the 

moment. He’s in . . . he’s with . . .’ 

 ‘Is he all right?’ Flora asked. ‘What’s happen ing?’ She 

was certain now that there was a problem at Breeze; 

she couldn’t shake off the worry about Dad. 

 Anna swiv elled to face her and laid her hands gently 

on Flora’s shoulders. ‘I can’t tell you too much, but I 

promise he’s going to be fi ne.’ 

  Going to be?  That meant he wasn’t now. 

 ‘I want to see him!’ Flora said. 

 ‘Me too,’ Sylvie added. 

 Anna dropped her hands into her lap. ‘You can’t at the 

moment. But you can stay with me until he’s free.’ 

 ‘When will that be?’ 

 ‘I’m not entirely sure. Listen, why don’t you come 

through to the offi ces and let me see if I can fi nd some tea 

or squash or some thing.’ She stood up and walked back 

towards recep tion. 

 Flora made to follow Anna. Then she real ised Sylvie 

hadn’t moved. ‘What?’ she asked. 

 ‘I don’t want her, I want Dad,’ Sylvie replied. 

 ‘Me too. But listen, there’s some thing going on. 

Everyone’s working hard to keep it a secret. But if Dad’s 
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in trouble, I want to fi nd out what it is. The best way to 

do that is to be nice.’ 

 ‘Nice?’ Sylvie managed a weak smile. ‘If I’m nice, will 

I get my holiday back?’ 

 ‘Come on, let’s fi nd out.’ 

 Anna buzzed them past recep tion with her badge. 

Inside, the hectic atmo sphere was worse. People fl ew 

across their path, ducking into the offi ces, whis per ing, 

holding rafts of paper and phones and tablets in front of 

them like talis mans to ward off evil. It smelled of burnt 

coffee, deodor ant sprayed too heavily, fl oor cleaner. It was 

Dad’s world. And she and Sylvie weren’t part of it. 

 ‘This way,’ Anna said. She led them into a big offi ce, 

with fi ve desks spaced around some tall plants. Light was 

sliced by blinds as it came into the room. ‘This is mine,’ she 

said, point ing to a desk in the corner. ‘I’ll fi nd some chairs.’ 

 No one so much as looked at them; every one tapped 

furi ously at keyboards and read the scrolling texts on 

their screens. Anna went to pinch a couple of chairs from 

an empty desk. 

 ‘I don’t like her looking after us like this,’ Sylvie 

whispered. 

 ‘You don’t like anyone. Except for Piotr,’ Flora replied. 

Flora knew that Sylvie was a big fan of Piotr’s, though she 
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would never tell him so to his face. Sylvie was less keen 

on Andrew, who was more of a drama queen than she 

was herself. And she couldn’t stand Minnie, the last 

member of the gang, who made it clear that she didn’t 

much like Sylvie either. 

 Anna wheeled two chairs towards them. ‘Sit. Can I get 

you a drink?’ 

 They shook their heads. 

 ‘Anna,’ Flora said, taking a seat. ‘Please tell us. Why has 

Dad cancelled the holiday?’ 

 ‘I can’t really . . . it isn’t my place . . . Your dad will 

explain, I’m sure. Probably.’ 

 Sylvie sat reluct antly, as though the chair might be 

pulled out from under her. 

 ‘We’ll just have to enter tain ourselves while we wait 

for him to be free. I could set you up on my computer. Or 

I’ve got some books in my suit case. It’s just under the 

desk. I was on my way to the airport when your dad 

called. So . . .’ She tried to force a smile. ‘I remembered to 

pack  The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe . Any takers?’ 

 It was the book they’d been reading at Dad’s house. 

Anna’s favour ite. She even had a cat called Mr Tumnus. 

Flora thought it was nice that she’d thought to bring it on 

holiday. Not that they were going on holiday. 
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 ‘That’s boring,’ Sylvie said. She crossed her arms. ‘I’m 

not staying here all day. I want to see Dad and I want to 

see him  now .’ 

 ‘I’m afraid you can’t,’ Anna said softly. 

 ‘How exactly will you stop me? Pile paper backs on 

top of me so I can’t move? Come on, Flora.’ Sylvie stood 

and walked out of the door without a back ward glance.  
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