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Elizabeth Klein

Now, this was the way of Max Nutt’s morning when his sleep was interrupted with the sound of excited squealing going on in the mouse house.  First one eye popped open and then the other.  Of course, his own excitement was up a level to normal as he scampered out to join in all the fun going on in the kitchen, where the other pinkies prepared for their journey to the Emporium and talked about all the things they would see there.

Martha Mouse had busied herself since before dawn gathering willow seeds by the giggling creek, enough for the whole family’s journey.  She wrapped small bundles of seeds (and a few nuts too) for each of her pinkies to nibble on the way.  The level of squealing became so intense that Major Nutt had to put his paw down in the end to calm everyone down.

“Be quiet, the lot of you!” he bellowed and waved his toothpick sword about.  “You’ll draw Scratch to our hole and then we won’t be able to go anywhere.”

“Dad’s right.  Scratch has been prowling around our hole quite a bit lately,” added Martha, meaning the farm’s cat, as she hoisted the final bag onto Malcolm’s back.  “Now, we need to sneak out quietly.  Dad will go first.”

One by one, all the mice left the hole and followed the Major into the garden.  It happened to be a glorious morning for a long hike to the Old Fig Tree in the meadow where the lichen grew on tree trunks just right and wildflowers swayed in the wind, dispersing their sweet fragrance in the air.  Overhead, the sun shone invitingly, sending magical sunbeams to warm the path for them after the brisk night they had.  The path meandered through the Wild Bush, a place of shifting shadows where the rats lived.

Max listened to the Wind, who whispered secrets as well as dangers in the rustling leaves.  This morning, her voice was soulful as she spread her news of the meadow in the air.

Mindy, Max’s youngest sister, scampered beside him.  “What’s the Emporium, Max?”

“It’s a place under the Old Fig Tree, himself ripe with magic as he sprinkles stardust on each visitor so they can fit through the door.”

“Why does he do that?” Mindy asked, her face full of innocent curiosity.

“So that large animals can fit through, such as rabbits, bilbies and magpies.”

Mindy’s deep brown eyes looked surprised.  “But aren’t the smaller animals afraid the magpies will dive bomb them?”

“No.  There are rules to follow and everyone behaves at the Emporium,” said Max.  “I’m looking forward to a fur trim with Mister Quickfingers.  It’s rumoured he has magic scissors that can replace the zing in tired whiskers and trim fur till it shines like honey.  I can’t wait to hear some of his tales about meadow life while his scissors snip and snap.”

“I thought you were looking forward to the storytellers, Max,” giggled Maybelle.  “They tell tales of all kinds of wonderful magic and secrets.  There are tales about how the Moon casts its moonlight upon the world and brightens each evening with its silver glow.”

“And I’ve heard tales about where Fog comes from and where he goes as he creeps about on silent feet,” said Mario.  “And how the Sun manages to stay so warm and friendly, even in the heart of winter.”

“Oo,” Mindy crooned and clapped her small paws.  “Then I’m looking forward to hearing them for myself, though none, I’m sure, will be as fine as Max’s stories.”

Max’s eyes misted and he squeezed her paw.  “You’ll enjoy seeing the jugglers of juniper seeds and the tiny pixies pinwheeling on dandelion parachutes.  There are just so many wonders at the Emporium, Mindy.”

“Will Dunstan the fairy and his family be there?” asked Maddie.

“There’s no such thing as fairies,” snapped Major Nutt, adjusting his shrivelled walnut helmet on his head.

“Stop filling their heads with nonsense, Max,” Martha scolded.

Soon they came to a wide creek with a log fallen across for a bridge.  The mice scampered after Major Nutt onto it, but halfway along they stopped when a big black rat with matted fur and a black patch over his left eye leaped onto the end, baring their way.  An old black cape flapped on his back and he clutched a wicked-looking staff in his right paw.

“Who goes there?” the rat called.

“Leave this to me, Martha,” Major Nutt said and took a few steps forward and looked at the rat.  “We want to cross the creek.”

Rat slammed his staff down on the log so hard, Max’s body tingled from the vibration.  “That’s not what I asked!  I said who goes there?”

The Major snorted.  “Well, we are a family of mice from Pademelon Farm and we wish to cross this creek.”

“Why do you seek to cross my bridge?” asked the rat.

Major Nutt grunted with displeasure.  “How preposterous!  What do you mean your bridge?”

“Have you not heard?  This is the In-Between Bridge and I am the troll who guards it.”

Maddie giggled.  “He’s not a troll; he’s just a rat.”

The Major grunted again.  “The pinky’s right.  You’re nothing but a dirty, smelly old rat like the hundreds I despatched in the Great Rat Wars.”

“A smelly old rat, eh?” Rat said in a churlish tone.

“I think the Major said a dirty, smelly old rat,” whispered Malcolm.
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