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The day was turning out to be rather more intriguing than was usual for a Wednesday, and as he stood fiddling with the buttons on his waistcoat, Toadmix had the distinct feeling it was about to get even more so. Oh, it had started innocently enough...

...he'd risen late as usual, breakfasted leisurely while glancing over the morning paper, then set himself to wondering over a second pot of tea just what he was to do with himself for the rest of the day. A quiet stroll, perhaps? A spot of lunch with a friend? But these things he did most days, and though certainly pleasurable in themselves, their appeal was perhaps beginning to wane a little. He was still pondering all this when the post arrived, and the matter was suddenly and very curiously settled.

The envelope looked faintly official, and upon opening it, he swiftly determined the letter it contained to be from Messrs. Twitchmore and Glumdribble (Experts in Law and Matters Pertaining Thereto), asking him to present himself at their offices on such-and-such date at such-and-such time in the afternoon, where he would be likely to learn of something to his advantage—to his considerable advantage, in fact, for the letter was most emphatic on this point. But the such-and-such date to which the letter referred seemed oddly familiar, and a swift consultation of his calendar had revealed that this date was actually today, but as he'd already determined, he had nothing planned, and the such-and-such time to which the letter also referred was not inconvenient, so present himself he would. He just wished he knew why, that's all, and that was how the day had taken such an intriguing turn.

He stopped fiddling and stepped back to study himself in the mirror. A flicking away of dust here, a smoothing away of a crease there, and he was...well...presentable. Even so, he stayed in front of the mirror, gazing at himself. He was not tall, or at least not tall in the towering-over-other-people sense of the word, but he had a certain presence, one that commanded if not authority then at least a measure of respect. And when turned out in a well-cut frock-coat and gold-buckled shoes, perhaps also carrying his favourite cane, he could even cut quite a dashing figure. He liked to think so, anyway.

He glanced at the clock—ten minutes past three—and let go a small sigh. Late again. But then Lunchbucket was always late again, could almost be counted on to be late again, even for such an important event as Afternoon Tea. And for someone like Lunchbucket, whose whole philosophy of life centred round the notion that nothing could ever be so bad that it couldn't be put right by a good meal, that was some achievement.

Even as he was thinking this, the doorbell rang. A last check in the mirror, a last straightening of his bow tie, then he was stepping smartly across the floor of his comfortable living-room to open the door. There on his doorstep stood the rotund form of Lunchbucket—as ever, short in stature, short of breath and very red in the face. No dashing figure here but still a good friend, a stout fellow...even if he was always late...

'My dear chap!' Toadmix said heartily. 'Come in, come in!'

'Got your note,' Lunchbucket puffed as he heaved himself over the threshold. 'Am I late?'

'Not at all,' Toadmix lied, 'not at all. Only just put the kettle on, actually.'

—which was true, if only because he had long since learned to make allowances for his friend's timekeeping when it came to such important decisions as when to put the kettle on.

'Most dreadful journey here,' said Lunchbucket as he sank his large bulk into an unfortunate armchair. 'Whole town is buzzing, don't you know.'

'You mean as in bees,' Toadmix said dryly.

'Only wish...that simple and all that...hmm...'

Lunchbucket's voice trailed off in its familiar vague fashion, and Toadmix did not need to be told that his friend was finding this strange business just a little uncomfortable.

'So what are people saying?' he asked instead. 'I have the vague notion you're trying to tell me that I am not the only one to have received such a letter.'

'Well...come to mention it...'

'Go on,' said Toadmix. 'Tell me what you've learned.'

'Well...got your note...made a few enquiries. Seems you are most certainly not the only one whose presence is required this afternoon. There will be several there who...hmm...How shall I put this? Stand to gain by merely showing up, what?'

'Interesting,' Toadmix mused softly. 'But does anyone know why?'

''fraid not, old boy. In the dark and all that.'

'I'm glad it's not just me, then. Well, I dare say we'll learn the truth of it soon enough.'

'That we shall,' said Lunchbucket practically. 'In the meantime, aren't we a little overdue for...hmm...you know...?'

'Yes, of course!' said Toadmix. 'Forgive me, I really am being the most inconsiderate host.'

He rushed off to the kitchen. The kettle was boiling, the tray already set, and it was but a simple matter to put everything together and carry it all in.

'Anything to eat, perchance?' said Lunchbucket, glancing hopefully over the tray.

'There is.'

'And may one...hmm...be so bold...?'

'One may,' said Toadmix, 'and I would have to answer by asking in turn what else I would even consider giving us for Afternoon Tea.'

He turned to look meaningfully at his friend. Lunchbucket gaped back in reply, his mouth suddenly watering, his stomach suddenly quivering.

'You mean...?'

'I most certainly do,' said Toadmix gravely, and he whipped a covering cloth off a plate bearing the most delicious cake the world has ever tasted.

'Nurdlesplunge!' cried Lunchbucket. 'Most noble and best of friends Toadmix, how you spoil this unworthy wretch!'

'It is myself I am spoiling. The fact that you happen to be here to help me do so is really by the by.' He picked up a ready knife. 'Will you take a slice?'

'Assuredly yes!' said Lunchbucket, watching the knife carefully. 'No, no, not such a large piece—Oh well, since you insist...'

As it happened, Toadmix did not insist, but he cut a large portion anyway, laid it sideways on a plate and passed it over. Then he was cutting himself a slice—just to keep his friend company, of course.

For the next several minutes, the only sound was that of fork clinking on plate and busy eating, together with the odd word of appreciation.

'Most excellent cake, friend Toadmix...(chew)...The almonds! The marzipan!...(swallow)...And that wonderful final touch...(clink).'

'You mean the pilchards. It's the tomato sauce they come with. Makes all the difference.'

'Indeed!...(swallow)...And do I detect just the merest hint of garlic?'

'I had it put in specially, as an experiment to see what it did for the flavour.'

'Well...(chew)...take it from an acknowledged expert in the field of cakery...(swallow)...that it succeeds admirably.'

'Yes, I thought so, too,' said Toadmix, setting down his empty plate. 'Tea?'

'And why not? After all, what is Afternoon Tea without afternoon tea?'

'Spoken like a true gourmet!' He lifted the teapot and poured two cups of a steaming fresh brew. 'Milk and sugar to taste—you know the drill.'

As they sat there stirring their cups, they were unusually silent, each of them staring into space and reflecting on what the afternoon held for them. Toadmix had been invited, Lunchbucket had not, but both were going, and neither knew why. It really was a most curious situation. But just then, that was not the most important matter to command Lunchbucket's attention.

'Any thoughts as to how we're...hmm...getting there?' he enquired obliquely.

'How?' Toadmix shrugged. 'How else? We walk.'

'Walk?' Lunchbucket repeated weakly. 'Oh, yes. Quite. Hmm...'

'We could take a horse-and-cab,' Toadmix went on, gazing appreciatively out the window, 'but it's such a lovely day. Seems a pity to waste it.'

Silence. Toadmix turned his gaze back, sensing his friend's apprehension and suddenly feeling for him. The town where they lived was not large and posed few problems for most able-bodied people in getting around, but Lunchbucket's body was perhaps not quite the ablest, and alternative transport was then, for him, more than just a matter of convenience.

'Cheer up, old chap,' he went on heartily. 'It's not far and the exercise will do us good!'

'Ah...hmm...exercise. Yes, quite forgotten about exercise.'

Toadmix felt himself smile: if he didn't know better, he could almost swear his friend was looking for some excuse not to go.

'You needn't come if it's going to make you feel uncomfortable, worthy Lunchbucket,' he said gently.

'Nonsense!' came a half-hearted reply. 'Friend in need...moral support and all that.'

'For which I thank you. I can tell that you're really not looking forward to it, though.'

'Well...come to mention it...Fact is, old boy, there will be one there this afternoon that I rather think neither of us will particularly wish to encounter.'

Toadmix gaped at his friend, horror-struck. 'You don't mean...'

''fraid so.'

Toadmix sank back in his armchair, his tea momentarily forgotten. 'But...why?'

'He was invited,' Lunchbucket replied simply.

'Invited! But...why?' Toadmix said again.

'Dashed if I know. Gave me quite a turn when I learned of it, too, I can tell you.'

'I can't believe it,' said Toadmix. 'The most notorious, the most underhanded, conniving, obnoxious...well, you know the fellow so why am I repeating it? Why didn't you tell me this before?'

'Didn't want to worry you, old chap. But there it is: no greater villain than Pigblob walks this Earth and no greater villain than Pigblob will be there this afternoon.'

'Indeed, indeed. But...oh, it gives me the shudders just to think of it.'

'Me, too, but that's the way of it. Best get used to the idea and all that, what?'

'Yes, I suppose one better had,' Toadmix said grimly, 'however unpalatable it may seem.' He glanced up at the clock. 'We have a few minutes yet before we have to leave. More tea, friend Lunchbucket?'

Lunchbucket held up his empty plate. 'Actually, I was thinking perhaps...more Nurdlesplunge?...The shock, you understand...hmm...'

'Yes,' Toadmix murmured as he picked up the knife for a not entirely unexpected second time. 'Yes, I think I probably do...'
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Lunchbucket's misgivings about the journey to be made and the effort to make it proved to be unfounded. He managed it well enough, even if Toadmix did have to dissuade him (almost forcibly) from stopping off on the way to sample the delights of Miss Pieguzzle's Tea Parlour ('Not even for just a few pastries, friend Toadmix?'). It was almost enough to make Toadmix wish he'd sought out that horse-and-cab, after all.

But such cabs were hard to come by in their town. Indeed, any form of transport other than one's own feet was hard to come by in their town. There had been attempts to improve matters, of course, most notably when one Cringegurgle rushed into a Town Council meeting one afternoon with the exciting news that he'd just discovered a whole new way of propelling cabs from watching steam pushing the lid on his kettle up and down. Unfortunately, nothing more was heard of it (nor, indeed, of him) following a violent and as yet unexplained explosion one evening in his kitchen.

As for their intended destination, it was only when they arrived at the offices of Messrs. Twitchmore and Glumdribble (Experts in Law and Matters Pertaining Thereto) that they began to realise the full magnitude of the event. As they were ushered into the main office, they found that they were indeed far from alone. There were many others waiting—all by invitation, of course—and all for the same curious and yet-to-be-explained reason. Toadmix leaned close to his friend.

'Rather crowded, don't you think?' he murmured.

'Hmm?...Oh yes, quite so...' said Lunchbucket, his gaze wandering anxiously about.

'See anyone we know?' he asked next.
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