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The Box in the Attic

 

 

Our story begins on the night before Christmas Eve, in the attic of an old, run-down house. Pushed up against the brickwork of the chimney flue, sits a cardboard box. The box is battered and worn, and when it rains, rainwater drips and drops through a hole in the attic roof onto a corner of the box, making it damp and musty.

 

In times past, when there was no hole in the attic roof, smoke and embers rose up the chimney, from the fireplace downstairs, keeping the brickwork warm in winter, and the box dry and comfortable for those who lived inside. But it had been quite some time since anyone had lit a fire downstairs, and longer still, since repairs of any kind were made to the house. 

 

On this night, the air outside was crisp and chilly and, instead of rain; moonlight streamed through the hole in the roof, casting a silvery glow across the attic. Inside the box; an elephant with a trunk that once played tunes but now sounded like a blocked-up nose; a hedgehog with too few quills and several bald patches and a tailless squirrel were huddled together trying their best to ignore the cold and the frost creeping into the house.

 

Suddenly, the top of the box opened and a pair of very faded orange legs appeared.

 

“Hey, close the lid; you’re letting the cold in!” Phan, the elephant, complained.

 

“Sorry, I’ll be quick. Look out below!” Tygrr, a very faded and barely striped tiger with only one ear, dropped down onto Phan’s head.

 

“Do you mind?” An annoyed Phan pushed Tygrr’s feet away.

 

“Sorry, Phan. You were sitting on the other side when I left.” Tygrr dropped down into the box, slipped off the backpack they were wearing and pulled out a grubby-looking blanket. 

 

“You managed to get our blanket back! Well done.” Hezzie the hedgehog, smiled.

 

Tygrr opened up the blanket and gave it a shake. “That pesky rat who stole it was only planning to eat it! I got to it just in time.” The four friends huddled up together and draped the blanket over themselves.

 

“Is it as cold outside as it is in here?” enquired Tirol, the squirrel.

 

“I am afraid it is colder. But the moon is full and shining bright—moon shadows everywhere. It does look quite nice, despite the cold. And I saw Crow. In fact, it was Crow who pointed me to where that pesky rat was hiding. Crow also gave me this bit of paper; I think it’s from a magazine. Look…” 

 

Tygrr unfolded the piece of paper and gave it to Phan, who glanced at it before passing it to Hezzie and Tirol. 

 

“It says it’s for a doll’s hospital. But, Tygrr, we’re not dolls. We are very sad-looking, what?” Phan gave a shrug.

 

“No, no. You are missing the point. Pass me the paper back, Hezzie. Look, Phan: the pictures show different things the hospital can do. Here’s a doll with no hair, and underneath, you see the same doll with new hair! And here, there is a picture of a teddy bear with no ear and no arm, and in the next picture, all new! What do you think?”

 

“If we can get ourselves to this hospital, perhaps, we could all be fixed! I really do miss my tail. It’s such hard work trying to balance on branches without it. What do you say, Hezzie?” 

 

“Well, Tirol; I wouldn’t mind some new quills, or if not quills, then a nice warm waistcoat. I think I would suit a waistcoat.”

 

“Phan?” Tygrr rolled the piece of paper up and pretended to make trumpet noises. 

 

Phan held up a no longer musical trunk and let it drop. “It would be nice to play tunes again, and to not sound like I always have a stuffy cold.”

 

“Good for you, Phan! As for me, I too wouldn’t mind a waistcoat— it would hide my faded stripes. Perhaps a new ear as well, and a few new whiskers wouldn’t go amiss.”

 

Somewhere above the box came an odd scuffling, huffing sound. Tygrr stood up and opened the box flap. It was Crow; halfway through the hole in the roof, squeezing and squirming. 

 

“I’m not stuck. Crows. Never. Get. Stuck. Not. Anywhere. I just need to pull one wing through. Ah, there. Caw. Now the other. Caw, caw. There, done…whoops!”

 

Crow, forgetting to grip onto anything, fell from the hole in the roof and down onto the damp corner of the box. 

 

“I’m fine,” said Crow, getting to their feet. “Nothing broken. A few ruffled feathers. Just call me Action Crow!”

 

“Nice of you to drop in, Crow.” Tygrr tried not to laugh. “But you have rather broken the corner of our box.”

 

“Oh, don’t worry about that. When spring comes, that will dry out just fine. Then it will be, as good as new. Or, at least, as good as a very old and used box can be.” Crow looked around the box; it was a bit basic and could definitely do with being lined with some nice dry leaves and twigs; perhaps some horse hair or sheep fleece too, collected from the local farm fences. 

 

Crow turned to Tygrr. “Have you decided anything, about the hospital?”

 

“Yes, we have,” said Phan. Hezzie and Tirol nodded in agreement.

 

“Well?” Crow looked at the four friends. “I know we crows are clever and intelligent, but…” Crow, it has to be said was anything but modest. “It would be nice, if you told me what you have decided.”

 

“We are going to the hospital!” Tygrr looked at their three worn and tired friends, and the grubby, rat-chewed blanket. “It is time we were mended!” 

 

“Very good. I am glad. Because, if I am honest, you all look ready for the scrap heap. Or maybe a factory where they unpick all your fibres and turn you into…” Crow thought for a moment. “Into tea cosies, to keep pots of tea warm!” Another thing about Crow, they were never one to hold back any thoughts that might be better left unsaid.

 

Hezzie began to cry. “I can’t help it if someone pulled out nearly all my quills and left me with bald patches.”

 

“And I am not very happy that a dog chewed off my tail.”

 

Phan reached out to comfort Hezzie and Tirol. Crow shifted a bit awkwardly from one foot to the other and looked at Tygrr.

 

“Well done, Crow. But, just in case you are interested, the same dog chewed off my ear. I was then singed with a magnifying glass and left out in the sun. And Phan here…”

 

“I had a lot of, I’m not sure what, shoved up my trunk until I couldn’t play tunes anymore.”

 

“I saw a pheasant once that got…” Crow stopped; perhaps the pheasant story could wait. “Shall we get ready and set off for the hospital? It’s best we leave now. It’s not far to fly, but we will need to walk, and that might take a bit longer.”

 

“A bit longer than what?” enquired Hezzie, using an un-rat-chewed corner of the blanket to wipe away their tears.

 

“Walking will take a bit longer than flying,” said Crow, thinking it was quite obvious, really. “Get yourselves ready and I will see you outside.”

 

 

~~~~~

 

 

Walking Always Takes Longer

 

 

Crow stood in the lane at the back of the house, waiting for the four friends. Whenever it rained, the lane would become a muddy, slippery, puddle-strewn path, but that night’s frost had turned the ground hard and solid and frozen any puddles. 

 

While they waited, Crow decided to pass the time by standing with beak wide open, head pointed up, blowing breath rings into the cold night air. 

 

Hezzie stood by the broken garden gate and watched as the rings floated up then disappeared and was about to ask, ‘Why?’ but caught sight of Crow’s socks. 

 

“Socks? Are you wearing socks, Crow?” Hezzie stared at the thick, multi-coloured socks - they looked very warm.

 

Crow stopped making breath rings for a moment and lifted one foot and then the other. “Socks, yes. Crows are very good at flying but sometimes we like to do a bit of walking. And in this weather, feet can get very cold. I got these from a couple of magpies - I gave them some very shiny pebbles that may actually have been scrunched up balls of tin foil. But you know what magpies are like. These socks are very com-for-table.” Crow drew out the word.
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