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The It–Doesn’t–Matter Suit
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Max Nix was seven years old, and the youngest of seven brothers. First came Paul, the eldest and tallest of all seven. Then came Emil. Then Otto and Walter, and Hugo and Johann.




*





Last came Max. Max’s whole name was Maximilian, but because he was only seven he did not need such a big name. So everybody called him just Max. Max lived with Mama and Papa Nix and his six brothers in a little village called Winkelburg, halfway up a steep mountain.
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The mountain had three peaks, and on all three peaks, winter and summer, sat caps of snow like three big scoops of vanilla ice-cream. On nights when the moon rose round and bright as an orange balloon you could hear the foxes barking in the dark pine forest high above Max’s house. On clear, sunlit days you could see the river winking and blinking far, far below in the valley, small and thin as a silver ribbon.


Max liked where he lived.


Max was happy, except for one thing.


More than anything else in the world Max Nix wanted a suit of his own. 
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He had a green sweater and green wool socks and a green felt hunting hat with a turkey feather in it. He even had a fine pair of leather knickers with carved bone buttons. But everybody knows a sweater and a pair of knickers are not the same thing as a suit – a made-to-order suit with long trousers and a jacket to match.


Wherever Max Nix looked in Winkelburg – east and west, north and south, high and low and round about – he saw people wearing suits. Some people had suits for work, and these were very sturdy suits of brown or grey cloth. Some people had suits for weddings, and these were very handsome suits with striped silk waistcoats. Some people had suits for skiing, and these were gay blue or red suits with rows of snowflakes or edelweiss embroidered on the cuffs and collars.


Some people had summer suits of linen, white and crisp as letter paper. Papa Nix and Paul and Emil and Otto and Walter and Hugo and Johann all had suits. Everybody on the mountain had some sort of suit except Max.




Now Max did not want a suit just for work


(that would be too plain)


or just for weddings


(that would be too fancy)


or just for skiing


(that would be too hot)


or just for summer


(that would be too cool).
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He wanted a suit for All-Year-Round.


He wanted a suit for doing Everything. Not too plain a suit for birthdays and holidays, and not too fancy a suit for school and calling the cows home. Not too hot a suit for hiking in July, and not too cool a suit for coasting in the snow.
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If Max had a suit for All-Year-Round, the butcher and the baker, and the blacksmith and the goldsmith, and the tinker and the tailor, and the innkeeper, and the schoolteacher, and the grocer and the goodwives, and the minister and the mayor, and everybody else in Winkelburg would flock to their doors and windows when he went by. ‘Look!’ they would murmur to one another. ‘There goes Maximilian in his marvellous suit!’ If Max had a suit for doing Everything, the cats in the alleys and the dogs on the cobbles of Winkelburg would follow him uptown and downtown, purring and grrring with admiration.
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That was the sort of suit Max was dreaming about the day the postman of Winkelburg knocked on the Nixes’ door and delivered the big package.


The package was shaped like a long, flattish box.


It was wrapped round with heavy brown wrapping paper.


It was tied with red string.




*





Across the top of the package Max spelled out N-I-X in large black letters. The first name had been rained on and not even the Postmaster of Winkelburg could read it. So nobody knew which Nix the package was for.


The package might be for Papa Nix, or Paul or Emil, or Otto or Walter, or Hugh or Johann. It might even be for Max. Nobody could tell for sure.


Mama Nix had just baked a batch of apricot tarts. Everybody sat around the kitchen table, wondering who the package was for, and who it was from, and what was in it, eating up the apricot tarts one by one.




*





It was not Christmastime, so it was not a Christmas present.


It was not near anybody’s birthday, so it was not a birthday present.


‘It is too short,’ said Paul, ‘to be a pair of skis.’


‘It is too small,’ said Emil, ‘to be a toboggan.’


‘It is too light,’ said Otto, lifting the package easily, ‘to be a bicycle.’


‘It is too wide,’ said Walter, ‘to be a fishing rod.’


‘It is too large,’ said Hugo, ‘to be a hunting knife.’


Johann put his ear to the package and gave it a little shake. ‘It is too quiet,’ he said, ‘to be a cow bell.’


Max did not say anything. It is too fine, he thought to himself, to be for me.


At last the apricot tarts were all gone, and still nobody could guess what was in the package.


‘Let us open it,’ everybody said.


Papa Nix untied the knot in the red string.


Mama Nix unwrapped the brown paper. Inside the brown paper was a grey cardboard box. Paul lifted the lid off the box. Inside the grey box was a lot of white tissue paper. Emil and Otto and Walter and Hugo and Johann and Max all helped to pull away some of the tissue paper. 
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And there in the grey box with a wreath of white tissue paper around it lay a


woolly


whiskery


brand-new


mustard-yellow


suit


with three brass buttons shining like mirrors on the front of it, and two brass buttons at the back, and a brass button on each cuff.


‘What a strange suit,’ said Papa Nix. ‘I have never seen anything quite like it.’


‘It is made of good strong cloth,’ said Mama Nix, feeling the yellow wool between thumb and forefinger. ‘This suit will not wear out in a hurry.’


‘It is a handsome suit!’ said Paul.


‘Light as a feather!’ said Emil.


‘Bright as butter!’ said Otto.


‘Warm as toast!’ said Walter.


‘Simply fine!’ said Hugo.


‘Dandy!’ said Johann.


‘O my!’ said Max.


Every one of the seven brothers wished he owned just such a suit.


But the suit looked as if it might be Papa Nix’s size. So Papa Nix tried it on. The jacket was wide enough, and the trousers were long enough. The suit fitted Papa Nix to a T.
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‘I shall wear the suit to work tomorrow,’ he said. Papa Nix worked in a bank. He thought how it would be to wear the woolly, whiskery, brand-new, mustard-yellow suit to work. Such a suit had never been seen before in all Winkelburg. What would the people say? Perhaps they would think the suit was too gay for a sensible banker. Those brass buttons would flash out like big coins. All the other bankers wore dark blue or dark grey suits. None of them ever wore a mustard-yellow suit.


At last Papa Nix sighed and said, ‘I am too big to wear a mustard-yellow suit.’


Paul held his breath.


‘I will give the suit to Paul,’ said Papa Nix.




*





So Paul tried on the mustard-yellow suit. Paul was as tall as Papa Nix, so the trousers were the right length. He was not as broad as Papa Nix around the middle though, so the jacket hung about him in loose, flapping folds. But Mama Nix was clever with a needle and thread. She took a tuck here and a stitch there. When she was through, the suit fitted Paul to a T.


‘I shall wear the suit skiing tomorrow,’ he said.


Paul often went skiing with his friends.
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He thought how it would be to wear the woolly, whiskery, brand-new, mustard-yellow suit skiing. Such a suit had never been seen before in all Winkelburg. What would his friends say? Perhaps they would think yellow was a silly colour for a ski-suit. He would look like a meadow of sunflowers against the snow. All his friends wore red ski-suits or blue ski-suits. None of them ever wore a mustard-yellow suit.
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