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      Joan Aiken (1924–2004) was born in Rye, Sussex, She was the daughter of the American poet Conrad Aiken, and her step-father was English writer Martin Armstrong. For both Joan and her sister, novelist Jane Aiken Hodge, writing was in their blood.

       

      Joan Aiken wrote over a hundred books and is recognized as one of the classic children’s authors of the twentieth century. Amanda Craig, in The Times, wrote, ‘She was a consummate story-teller, one that each generation discovers anew’, and Philip Pullman said, ‘Joan Aiken’s invention seemed inexhaustible, her high spirits a blessing, her sheer story-telling zest a phenomenon. She was a literary treasure, and her books will continue to delight for many years to come.’

       

      She wrote her first novel, The Kingdom and the Cave, when she was just seventeen years old, and the story collection The Serial Garden, featuring the magical Armitage Family, spans her entire writing career, from her earliest published short story, ‘Yes, But Today is Tuesday’ to the stories she wrote at the end of her life. Her best-known books are The Wolves of Willoughby Chase chronicles and the Arabel’s Raven series. Joan Aiken received the Edgar Allan Poe Award in the United States as well as the Guardian Award for Fiction. She was decorated with an MBE for her services to children’s books.
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              The Magic of Stories
            

          

        

      

      Stories are mysterious things; they have a life of their own. Animals don’t tell each other stories – so far as we know! Man is the only creature that has thought of telling stories, and, once a story has been written or told, it becomes independent of its creator and goes wandering off by itself. Think of Cinderella, or Beauty and the Beast – we don’t know where they came from, but they are known by people all over the world.

      A story is very powerful. If I start to tell you a story, you are almost sure to stop and listen to it. It’s like hypnotism – or a small piece of magic. Indeed, stories often have been used for magic, by priests or medicine men. There used to be special stories kept secret and only used on rare special occasions: stories that would heal sickness, or give victory in battle. Storytellers, in primitive times, were treated with great respect, probably given extra large rations of mastodon steak, when the cavemen were all sitting round the tribal fire. In those days, before anything was written down, stories were the means by which important facts were stored and remembered. In a way it is still so. Think how much easier it is to remember that Alfred was the king who burned the cakes than what his dates were; I bet if I stopped anybody in the street and asked them what they knew about King Alfred, those cakes are what they would remember, not which year it happened!

      People sometimes ask me: How do you write a story? How do you set about it? How do you get your ideas? And I always say, first you have to have ingredients. You couldn’t go into an empty kitchen and expect to be able to cook a dinner. A writer, like a good cook, is always on the look-out for ingredients that might come in handy. Sometimes they are the things you read in the newspaper – the woman who buys a raffle ticket with her last pound and wins a million, the violinist who leaves his Stradivarius in a taxi, the man who trains his dog to bark at Salvation Army bands. Sometimes they come from dreams. I keep a little notebook and write down all these things in it.

      I don’t really believe there is such a thing as ‘a born storyteller’, especially when it is applied to me! Storytellers aren’t born, they have to learn. It is a craft; like oil painting or ballet dancing, you don’t just come to it naturally. A story needs to be carefully built up – like a house of cards – one thing balancing on top of another. And then the end, when you get to it, ought to be a little bit surprising, but satisfying, too, to make the reader think, ‘Yes, of course, that’s it! Why didn’t I think of that?’ I can remember exactly the moment when I realized the importance of that surprise, while telling my brother a story on a walk, and I rushed home, and wrote the story down. It was a story about a princess who turned into a parrot. That was when I was about sixteen, and I’ve never forgotten it. Stories are fun to write! They are, or should be, like a sleigh-ride, and once you get on course, then some terrific power, like the power of gravity, takes command and whizzes you off to an unknown destination.

      A very important element in a story is the setting – where it all takes place. Some of the stories I’ve written have their settings and surroundings so firmly in my mind that I can call them back whenever I want to. ‘The Boy with a Wolf’s Foot’ was written when I travelled back and forth to London every day, along a railway line whose stations all seemed to begin with W. ‘The Rain Child’ came when I had a job picking apples in a huge series of orchards. ‘Moonshine in the Mustard Pot’ is a mixture of Paris and the beautiful city of York. My daughter lived for a time in both these cities and I visited her there, and the grandmother in the story is a mix of my daughter and myself. ‘A Harp of Fishbones’ is purely invention, but I know that mountainside and that ruined city as well as if I had lived there all my life. The stories that have the strongest settings are my favourites. I like to revisit them from time to time, and that is like going back to stay in a house, or piece of country, that one has known since childhood; it is a happy, refreshing thing to do.

      Reading is and always will be one of my greatest pleasures, and I love to re-read books and stories that have been favourites for years, and I particularly like to re-visit some of my own short stories, as they too have now taken on that mysterious life of their own. Favourite stories, like unexpected presents, are things that you can keep and cherish all your life, carry with you in memory, in your mind’s ear, and bring out at any time, when you are feeling lonely or need cheering up, or, like friends, just because you are fond of them. That is the way I feel about some of these stories.

      One of the nicest letters that I ever had from a reader said: ‘Your stories are such a gift, they make me feel as though I dimly remember them. I seem to know the characters and places from long ago, like a forgotten dream…’

      Maybe they will feel like that for you too, and become some of your own favourites – after all, where do our stories really come from?

      Who knows?

      Joan Aiken 

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              All You’ve Ever Wanted
            

          

        

      

      Matilda, you will agree, was a most unfortunate child. Not only had she three names each worse than the others – Matilda, Eliza and Agatha – but her father and mother died shortly after she was born, and she was brought up exclusively by her six aunts. These were all energetic women, and so on Monday Matilda was taught Algebra and Arithmetic by her Aunt Aggie, on Tuesday, Biology by her Aunt Beattie, on Wednesday Classics by her Aunt Cissie, on Thursday Dancing and Deportment by her Aunt Dorrie, on Friday Essentials by her Aunt Effie, and on Saturday French by her Aunt Florrie. Friday was the most alarming day, as Matilda never knew beforehand what Aunt Effie would decide on as the day’s Essentials – sometimes it was cooking, or revolver practice, or washing, or boiler-making (‘For you never know what a girl may need nowadays’ as Aunt Effie rightly observed). So that by Sunday, Matilda was often worn out, and thanked her stars that her seventh aunt, Gertie, had left for foreign parts many years before, and never threatened to come back and teach her Geology or Grammar on the only day when she was able to do as she liked.

      However, poor Matilda was not entirely free from her Aunt Gertie, for on her seventh birthday, and each one after it, she received a little poem wishing her well, written on pink paper, decorated with silver flowers, and signed ‘Gertrude Isabel Jones, to her niece, with much affection’. And the terrible disadvantage of the poems, pretty though they were, was that the wishes in them invariably came true. For instance the one on her eighth birthday read:

      
        
          
             

            Now you are eight Matilda dear

            May shining gifts your place adorn

            And each day through the coming year

            Awake you with a rosy morn.

          

        

      

      The shining gifts were all very well – they consisted of a torch, a luminous watch, pins, needles, a steel soapbox and a useful little silver brooch which said ‘Matilda’ in case she ever forgot her name – but the rosy morns were a great mistake. As you know, a red sky in the morning is the shepherd’s warning, and the fatal results of Aunt Gertie’s well-meaning verse was that it rained every day for the entire year.

      Another one read:

      
        
          
             

            Each morning make another friend

            Who’ll be with you till light doth end,

            Cheery and frolicsome and gay,

            To pass the sunny hours away.

          

        

      

      For the rest of her life Matilda was overwhelmed by the number of friends she made in the course of that year –three hundred and sixty-five of them. Every morning she found another of them, anxious to cheer her and frolic with her, and the aunts complained that her lessons were being constantly interrupted. The worst of it was that she did not really like all the friends – some of them were so very cheery and frolicsome, and insisted on pillow-fights when she had toothache, or sometimes twenty-one of them would get together and make her play hockey, which she hated. She was not even consoled by the fact that all her hours were sunny, because she was so busy in passing them away that she had no time to enjoy them.

      
        
          
             

            Long miles and weary though you stray

            Your friends are never far away,

            And every day though you may roam,

            Yet night will find you back at home

          

        

      

      was another inconvenient wish. Matilda found herself forced to go for long, tiresome walks in all weathers, and it was no comfort to know that her friends were never far away, for although they often passed her on bicycles or in cars, they never gave her lifts.

      However, as she grew older, the poems became less troublesome, and she began to enjoy bluebirds twittering in the garden, and endless vases of roses on her window-sill. Nobody knew where Aunt Gertie lived, and she never put in an address with her birthday greetings. It was therefore impossible to write and thank her for her varied good wishes, or hint that they might have been more carefully worded. But Matilda looked forward to meeting her one day, and thought that she must be a most interesting person.

      ‘You never knew what Gertrude would be up to next,’ said Aunt Cissie. ‘She was a thoughtless girl, and got into endless scrapes, but I will say for her, she was very good-hearted.’

      When Matilda was nineteen she took a job in the Ministry of Alarm and Despondency, a very cheerful place where, instead of typewriter ribbon, they used red tape, and there was a large laundry basket near the main entrance labelled The Usual Channels where all the letters were put which people did not want to answer themselves. Once every three months the letters were re-sorted and dealt out afresh to different people.

      Matilda got on very well here and was perfectly happy. She went to see her six aunts on Sundays, and had almost forgotten the seventh by the time that her twentieth birthday had arrived. Her aunt, however, had not forgotten.

      On the morning of her birthday Matilda woke very late, and had to rush off to work cramming her letters unopened into her pocket, to be read later on in the morning. She had no time to read them until ten minutes to eleven, but that, she told herself, was as it should be, since, as she had been born at eleven in the morning, her birthday did not really begin till then.

      Most of the letters were from her 365 friends, but the usual pink and silver envelope was there, and she opened it with the usual feeling of slight uncertainty.

      
        
          
             

            May all your leisure hours be blest

            Your work prove full of interest,

            Your life hold many happy hours

            And all your way be strewn with flowers

          

        

      

      said the pink and silver slip in her fingers. ‘From your affectionate Aunt Gertrude.’

      Matilda was still pondering this when a gong sounded in the passage outside. This was the signal for everyone to leave their work and dash down the passage to a trolley which sold them buns and coffee. Matilda left her letters and dashed with the rest. Sipping her coffee and gossiping with her friends, she had forgotten the poem, when the voice of the Minister of Alarm and Despondency himself came down the corridor.

      ‘What is all this? What does this mean?’ he was saying.

      The group round the trolley turned to see what he was talking about. And then Matilda flushed scarlet and spilt some of her coffee on the floor. For all along the respectable brown carpeting of the passage were growing flowers in the most riotous profusion – daisies, campanulas, crocuses, mimosa, foxgloves, tulips and lotuses. In some places the passage looked more like a jungle than anything else. Out of this jungle the little red-faced figure of the Minister fought its way.

      ‘Who did it?’ he said. But nobody answered.

      Matilda went quietly away from the chattering group and pushed through the vegetation to her room, leaving a trail of buttercups and rhododendrons across the floor to her desk.

      ‘I can’t keep this quiet,’ she thought desperately. And she was quite right. Mr Willoughby, who presided over the General Gloom Division, noticed almost immediately that when his secretary came in to his room, there was something unusual about her.

      ‘Miss Jones,’ he said, ‘I don’t like to be personal, but have you noticed that wherever you go, you leave a trail of mixed flowers?’

      Poor Matilda burst into tears.

      ‘I know, I don’t know what I shall do about it,’ she sobbed.

      Mr Willoughby was not used to secretaries who burst into tears, let alone ones who left lobelias, primroses and the rarer forms of cactus behind them when they entered the room.

      ‘It’s very pretty,’ he said. ‘But not very practical. Already it’s almost impossible to get along the passage, and I shudder to think what this room will be like when these have grown a bit higher. I really don’t think you can go on with it, Miss Jones.’

      ‘You don’t think I do it on purpose, do you?’ said Matilda sniffing into her handkerchief. ‘I can’t stop it. They just keep on coming.’

      ‘In that case I am afraid,’ replied Mr Willoughby, ‘that you will not be able to keep on coming. We really cannot have the Ministry overgrown in this way. I shall be very sorry to lose you, Miss Jones. You have been most efficient. What caused this unfortunate disability, may I ask?’

      ‘It’s a kind of spell,’ Matilda said, shaking the damp out of her handkerchief on to a fine polyanthus.

      ‘But my dear girl,’ Mr Willoughby exclaimed testily, ‘you have a National Magic Insurance card, haven’t you? Good heavens – why don’t you go to the Public Magician?’

      ‘I never thought of that,’ she confessed. ‘I’ll go at lunchtime.’

      Fortunately for Matilda the Public Magician’s office lay just across the square from where she worked, so that she did not cause too much disturbance, though the Borough Council could never account for the rare and exotic flowers which suddenly sprang up in the middle of their dusty lawns.

      The Public Magician received her briskly, examined her with an occultiscope, and asked her to state particulars of her trouble.

      ‘It’s a spell,’ said Matilda, looking down at a pink Christmas rose growing unseasonably beside her chair.

      ‘In that case we can soon help you. Fill in that form, if you please.’ He pushed a printed slip at her across the table.

      It said: ‘To be filled in by persons suffering from spells, incantations, philtres, Evil Eye, etc.’

      Matilda filled in name and address of patient, nature of spell, and date, but when she came to name and address of person by whom spell was cast, she paused.

      ‘I don’t know her address,’ she said.

      ‘Then I’m afraid you’ll have to find it. Can’t do anything without an address,’ the Public Magician replied.

      Matilda went out into the street very disheartened. The Public Magician could do nothing better than advise her to put an advertisement into The Times and the International Sorcerers’ Bulletin, which she accordingly did:

      
         

        AUNT GERTRUDE PLEASE COMMUNICATE 

        MATILDA MUCH DISTRESSED BY LAST POEM 

      

      While she was in the Post Office sending off her advertisements (and causing a good deal of confusion by the number of forget-me-nots she left about), she wrote and posted her resignation to Mr Willoughby, and then went sadly to the nearest Underground Station.

      ‘Aintcher left something behind?’ a man said to her at the top of the escalator. She looked back at the trail of daffodils across the station entrance and hurried anxiously down the stairs. As she ran round a corner at the bottom angry shouts told her that blooming lilies had interfered with the works and the escalator had stopped.

      She tried to hide in the gloom at the far end of the platform, but a furious station official found her.

      ‘Wotcher mean by it?’ he said, shaking her elbow. ‘It’ll take three days to put the station right, and look at my platform!’

      The stone slabs were split and pushed aside by vast peonies, which kept growing, and threatened to block the line.

      ‘It isn’t my fault – really it isn’t,’ poor Matilda stammered.

      ‘The Company can sue you for this, you know,’ he began, when a train came in. Pushing past him, she squeezed into the nearest door.

      She began to thank her stars for the escape, but it was too soon. A powerful and penetrating smell of onions rose round her feet where the white flowers of wild garlic had sprung.

       

      When Aunt Gertie finally read the advertisement in a ten-months-old copy of the International Sorcerers’ Bulletin, she packed her luggage and took the next aeroplane back to England. For she was still just as Aunt Cissie had described her – thoughtless, but very good-hearted.

      ‘Where is the poor child?’ she asked Aunt Aggie.

      ‘I should say she was poor,’ her sister replied tartly. ‘It’s a pity you didn’t come home before, instead of making her life a misery for twelve years. You’ll find her out in the summerhouse.’

      Matilda had been living out there ever since she left the Ministry of Alarm and Despondency, because her aunts kindly but firmly, and quite reasonably, said that they could not have the house filled with vegetation.

      She had an axe, with which she cut down the worst growths every evening, and for the rest of the time she kept as still as she could, and earned some money by doing odd jobs of typing and sewing.

      ‘My poor dear child,’ Aunt Gertie said breathlessly, ‘I had no idea that my little verses would have this sort of effect. What ever shall we do?’

      ‘Please do something,’ Matilda implored her, sniffing. This time it was not tears, but a cold she had caught from living in perpetual draughts.

      ‘My dear, there isn’t anything I can do. It’s bound to last till the end of the year – that sort of spell is completely unalterable.’

      ‘Well, at least you can stop sending me the verses?’ asked Matilda. ‘I don’t want to sound ungrateful…’

      ‘Even that I can’t do,’ her aunt said gloomily. ‘It’s a banker’s order at the Magician’s Bank. One a year from seven to twenty-one. Oh, dear, and I thought it would be such fun for you. At least you only have one more, though.’

      ‘Yes, but heaven knows what that’ll be.’ Matilda sneezed despondently and put another sheet of paper into her typewriter. There seemed to be nothing to do but wait. However, they did decide that it might be a good thing to go and see the Public Magician on the morning of Matilda’s twenty-first birthday.

      Aunt Gertie paid the taxi-driver and tipped him heavily not to grumble about the mess of delphiniums sprouting out of the mat of his cab.

      ‘Good heavens, if it isn’t Gertrude Jones!’ the Public Magician exclaimed. ‘Haven’t seen you since we were at college together. How are you? Same old irresponsible Gertie? Remember that hospital you endowed with endless beds and the trouble it caused? And the row with the cigarette manufacturers over the extra million boxes of cigarettes for the soldiers?’

      When the situation was explained to him he laughed heartily.

      ‘Just like you, Gertie. Well-meaning isn’t the word.’

      At eleven promptly, Matilda opened her pink envelope.

      
        
          
             

            Matilda, now you’re twenty-one,

            May you have every sort of fun;

            May you have all you’ve ever wanted,

            And every future wish be granted.

          

        

      

      ‘Every future wish be granted – then I wish Aunt Gertie would lose her power of wishing,’ cried Matilda; and immediately Aunt Gertie did.

      But as Aunt Gertie with her usual thoughtlessness had said, ‘May you have all you’ve ever wanted’ Matilda had quite a lot of rather inconvenient things to dispose of, including a lion cub and a baby hippopotamus.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              Cooks and Prophecies
            

          

        

      

      ‘This time we’ll have an entirely private christening,’ said the King to the Queen. ‘You remember what a time we had with fairies when Florizel was christened – all of them cancelling out each others’ gifts till in the end the poor boy had nothing at all.’

      ‘Very well, dear,’ said the Queen sadly. But she loved parties, and in spite of the warning she could not resist inviting just one or two old friends. She did not invite the wicked fairy Gorgonzola.

      On the day after the christening she received by post a little note written in red ink on black paper. ‘Dear Queen,’ it read, ‘I was charmed to read about your christening party in yesterday’s evening papers. I quite understand that you would not wish to be bothered with an old fogey like myself, so I shall not trouble you by calling, but have sent my christening present to the princess by registered post. Yours affectionately, Gorgonzola.’

      Filled with alarm the Queen rushed off to the nursery in order to prevent, if possible, the wicked fairy’s parcel from being opened. Too late! The head nurse had already undone the paper and string, and was just then opening a dear little gold casket before the baby’s wondering eyes.

      The horror-stricken Queen saw a small cloud of black smoke rise from the casket and envelop the princess’s head. When it cleared away she had become the ugliest baby born in that kingdom for a hundred years.

      At that moment, however, a passing bird dropped a prophecy down the Palace chimney. This said:

      
        
          
             

            Seek not Griselda’s fortune in her looks

            Remember better things are found in books.

          

        

      

      This comforted the King, who would otherwise have been inclined to say, ‘I told you so,’ and he therefore occupied himself by laying out a grand scheme for Griselda’s education, for he presumed that this was what the rhyme meant. Though as the piece of paper on which it was written was very sooty, and the writing on it bad, there were some people who insisted that the last word should be read as ‘cooks’.

      ‘Ridiculous,’ said the King. ‘What is found in cooks, pray? Nothing at all. There can be no connection between cooks and my daughter.’ And he went on with his neat timetables ruled in red ink, with spaces for Latin, Trigonometry, and Political Economy.

      From the age of five poor Griselda was stuffed with these subjects and she hated them all equally. In Latin she could only remember such phrases as ‘Give the boy the bread’ and ‘Each of the soldiers carried his own food’. In mathematics she could only work out the sort of problems in which two men have to pick a given quantity of apples, working at different speeds.

      When she was twelve she could stand it no longer, and she went to her father and begged him to let her give up her education and learn cooking.

      ‘Learn cooking?’ said the King, horrified. ‘Remember you will have to earn your living when we are gone. You won’t come into a kingdom like your brother. Do you propose to be a cook, may I ask?’

      ‘Yes,’ said Griselda.

      ‘Don’t you think it will look rather odd in the advertisements? HRH Griselda. Good plain cooking. Omelettes a speciality. I must say, I should have thought that a daughter of mine could select a better career.’

      However, Griselda had made up her mind, and finally she was allowed to learn cooking in the Palace kitchen.

      Presently the King and Queen became old and died, and her brother Florizel came to the throne. He was very fond of Griselda and begged her to stay with him, but she decided that the time had come for her to seek her fortune, so she set off one night, secretly and in disguise, in order to avoid any further persuasions and bother. She asked an obliging fisherman to take her across the sea in his boat, and he left her next morning, alone, but not in the least downhearted, on a foreign shore.

      Some lobster-gatherers met her there and asked her who she was.

      ‘I’m a Princess,’ she said absently.

      ‘Go on,’ they cried, laughing, though not unkindly, at her black boot-button eyes and shiny red cheeks.

      ‘I mean I’m a cook,’ she amended.

      ‘That’s a bit more like it. Over here for the competition, are you? You’ll find the Palace, third turning on the right down the road.’

      Griselda had no idea what they were talking about, but she followed their directions and soon came to a handsome Palace. There was a notice on the gate which read:

      
         

        COOKS! 

        GRAND COMPETITION 

        The winner of this Competition will receive the post of Chief Cook to the Palace together with half the kingdom (if male) or His Majesty’s hand and heart in marriage (if female). Further particulars within.

      

      Griselda went inside and found that the competition was just about to begin. Hundreds of cooks were already lined up in the vast, spotless Palace kitchen, where all the cooking utensils were of silver, and the dishes of gold.

      A pale, anxious-looking young man was running around dealing out numbers to the competitors. He gave Griselda a number on a piece of paper and pushed her into line. She could hear him saying:

      ‘Oh mercy me, whatever shall I do about supper if none of them come up to standard?’

      ‘Is that the King?’ Griselda asked in surprise.

      ‘Hush, they’re going to begin. Yes, it is.’

      The first event was an apple-peeling competition, which Griselda won easily by peeling twenty-point-four apples in three minutes. Next she won the obstacle race, in which competitors had to go over a complicated course, carrying two eggs in one hand and a frying pan in the other, and finish by making an omelette. She then won two more events in quick succession – the Good Housewife Test (which entailed making a nourishing stew out of an old boot and a cabbage leaf), and the Discrimination Test (distinguishing between butter and marge with her eyes shut).

      There began to be some muttering among the other competitors, which increased as she went on with a string of successes. She made a delicious meal from two left-over sardines and some cold porridge. Her sponge cake was so light that when the King opened his mouth to taste it, he blew it out of the window. Her bread rose till it burst the oven. She tossed her pancake three times as high as any of the others, and sprinkled it with sugar and lemon as it fell. In fact there was no doubt at all that she was the Queen of the Cooks, and the King was quite exhausted and pale with excitement by the end of the competition, at having found such a treasure.

      ‘I think we all agree,’ he announced, ‘that Miss – er, that Number 555 has won this contest, and I have much pleasure —’

      However, his voice at this point was drowned by the hoarse outcry from the other angry and disappointed competitors, and it looked as if there was going to be a riot. One of the rejected sponge cakes was flung at Griselda, but it was so heavy that it only got halfway across the room.

      The disturbance did not last long, for the King, knowing that cooks generally have hot tempers, had ordered the Palace Militia to be on guard outside, and all the unsuccessful candidates were soon bundled out of doors.

      ‘In short,’ said the King, finishing, ‘I have pleasure in offering you the job of Palace Cook.’

      ‘And I have pleasure in accepting it,’ said Griselda, curtseying.

      ‘As well as my hand and heart in marriage,’ he pursued.

      ‘No, thank you.’

      ‘I beg your pardon?’

      ‘It’s very kind of you,’ said Griselda, ‘but I wouldn’t feel inclined to marry someone just because he liked my cooking.’

      ‘But it was a clause of the competition,’ said the King, outraged.

      ‘Never mind.’

      ‘And then there was a prophecy about it.’

      ‘Oh dear, another prophecy?’ said Griselda, who felt that one in her life had been enough nuisance.

      ‘It said:

      
        
          
             

            The girl who weds our king so gay and gallant

            Will be a cook of most uncommon talent.

          

        

      

      And you can’t deny that you are one, can you?’

      Griselda couldn’t but she did feel that ‘gay and gallant’ hardly described the pale anxious young creature who stood before her.

      ‘And if you don’t marry me you might leave at any time, and then what should I do about my meals?’ he said miserably. ‘The last cook used to make the cream sauce with cornflour.’

      ‘Well, if you don’t stop bothering me I certainly shall leave, right away,’ said Griselda briskly, ‘so run along now, out of my kitchen, or I shall never have dinner ready.’ And she shooed him out.

      She found that he was a terrible fusser, and always popping into the kitchen to ask if she was sure she had put enough salt in the pastry, or if the oven was hot enough. She found that she was able to manage him, however, for the threat of leaving always quietened him down at once, and things soon settled very comfortably.

      But enemies were at work.

      The unsuccessful candidates had banded themselves together in order to get Griselda out of favour. They lurked about the Palace in disguise, and took every opportunity of laying obstacles in the way of her work. They sprinkled weedkiller over the parsley in the gardens when they heard the King ask for parsley sauce, bought up all the rice in the kingdom if he wanted rice pudding, and substituted salt for sugar and cement for flour when Griselda’s back was turned.

      Griselda, however, was never at a loss. She had with her Mrs Beeton’s Palace Cookery, and in the chapter on Cookery During Wars and Revolutions she found recipes for rice puddings without using rice, and many other equally convenient hints and suggestions which helped her to defeat the conspirators.

      They soon found that their tactics were useless, and resolved upon bolder measures. They went to the witch in the nearby wood and asked her to get rid of Griselda for them – expense no object.

      ‘Griselda,’ said the witch thoughtfully, ‘I wonder if that would be the baby I had to uglify about twenty years ago? What would you like me to do with her?’

      ‘We thought you might send her to the dragon in the desert.’

      ‘Yes, that would do very well. I seem to remember that there’s some prophecy:

      
        
          
             

            When the dragon feels saddish,

            Feed him on radish

          

        

      

      but I doubt if there’s much chance of her knowing that, and it doesn’t say what would happen if she did. Very well, you may take it as settled. That will be ten and six, please.’

      At that very instant a black, magic cloud swept down on Griselda as she stood making a salad, and carried her into the middle of the desert where the dragon lived. She was rather annoyed, but put a good face on it, and at once began looking for an oasis.

      After a couple of hours of walking through sand she came within sight of some palm trees, but was depressed to see the dragon there too, lying in the shade – a vast, green and gold monster.

      ‘Still,’ she thought, ‘there’s room for us both. If I don’t annoy him, perhaps he won’t annoy me.’

      And walking up, she nodded to him politely, said ‘Excuse me,’ and took a drink at the spring. The dragon took no notice at all.

      During the next three or four days, Griselda, who was a sociable creature, found that the dragon enjoyed being read aloud to. He stretched himself out comfortably with his nose on his claws, and seemed to take a lively interest in Palace Cookery, which was the only book she had with her. During their simple meals of dates he often looked hopefully at the book, and sometimes pushed it towards her with the tip of his tail, as if asking for more. In fact they grew most attached to each other, and Griselda often thought how she would miss him if she were rescued.
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      One afternoon she had been reading the chapter on ‘Magic Foods, and how to deal with Culinary Spells’ when she looked up to see that the dragon was crying bitterly.

      ‘Why, dragon?’ she exclaimed, ‘don’t take on so. Whatever is the matter?’

      Feeling in her apron pocket for a knob of sugar or something to comfort him, she found a radish, left over from her last salad.

      ‘Here,’ she said, holding it out, ‘chew this up – it’ll make you feel better.’

      Meanwhile at home the young King was having a horrible time. When Griselda vanished he hired first one, then others of the wicked conspirators, but they were such bad cooks that he discharged them all, and was finally reduced to living on eggs, which he boiled himself. His health was shattered, and the affairs of the kingdom were in frightful disorder.

      He was sitting down to his egg one day, in gloom, when in walked Griselda, looking very brown.

      ‘My goodness!’ he exclaimed, jumping up. ‘I am glad to see you. They told me you had been eaten by a dragon. Now we can have some decent meals again.’

      ‘Well, I must say, I think you might have sent a rescue force or something,’ said Griselda with spirit. ‘However, as it happens it all turned out for the best. Look who’s with me.’ Behind her there was a handsome young man, who came forward and said cheerfully:

      ‘I don’t expect you remember me, but I’m your elder brother.’

      ‘Not the one that was stolen by the wicked enchanter?’

      ‘That’s right. He turned me into a dragon, and Griselda rescued me with a radish.’

      ‘Well, that is a relief,’ said the King happily. ‘I was so tired of being King, you can’t think. Now you can do all that, and I can live with you in the Palace and eat Griselda’s wonderful food.’

      ‘Do you mind his living with us?’ asked the new King, turning to Griselda. ‘By the way,’ he added, ‘Griselda and I are married.’

      ‘Of course I don’t mind,’ said Griselda. ‘I’ll go and start making supper right away, and you can both come and peel the potatoes.’

      So they all lived happily ever after. Griselda stayed very plain, but nobody minded.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              John Sculpin and the Witches
            

          

        

      

      One day John Sculpin’s mother said to him: ‘I must wash my hair. Run down to the wishing well and fetch me a bucket of water.’

      ‘All right, Ma,’ said John, and he put on his beautiful cap, because it was raining and pouring torrents.

      ‘And whatever you do,’ she said, ‘don’t let a witch get that new cap of yours, because it’s just the thing one of the old scarecrows would like and I can’t afford another one, let me tell you.’

      ‘How am I to stop her taking it, Ma?’ asked John.

      ‘If I’ve told you once how to get rid of a witch, I’ve told you twenty times,’ said his mother. ‘Don’t let me hear another word from you. Off with you.’

      So John went off, but whether it was from stupidity, or whether he just hadn’t been listening, he couldn’t for the life of him remember anything his mother had ever said to him about dealing with witches. And that was a pity, because, as it happened, the country round about there was just infested with them.

      John went along the road, thinking and thinking, and after a while he met an old woman.

      ‘Afternoon, John,’ she said, ‘you look fretted about something.’

      ‘So would you be,’ said John, ‘my Ma’s told me the way to get rid of a witch, and I’ve clean forgotten it.’

      ‘If I tell you, will you give me that fine new cap you’re wearing?’ she said. John didn’t like parting with his fine new cap, but the information seemed worth it, so he handed it over.

      ‘Well,’ said the old woman, ‘all you have to do is give her a nice bunch of parsley.’

      ‘Of course that was it!’ said John. ‘I’ll forget my own name next.’

      He thanked the old woman and went on down the road. The next house he came to was his uncle Sam’s, so he went into the garden and picked a nice big bunch of parsley. Then he walked down to the wishing well.

      When he came up to the well, there was an old woman sitting beside it in the rain and muttering to herself. John went straight up to her and handed her the parsley, and she took it with a bit of a grunt and vanished; she’d gone to hang it up in her scullery.

      John filled his bucket and went home. He put it down with a clank inside the back door and his mother called out to him from the kitchen:

      ‘Did you see a witch?’

      ‘Yes,’ said John, ‘there was one sitting beside the well, but I gave her a bunch of parsley and she took herself off.’

      ‘That’s a good boy,’ said his mother, ‘there’s nothing like that wishing-well water for washing your hair in, I do say. Bring it in here, will you, with the big kettle.’

      When John went in, the first thing she said to him was:

      ‘Where’s your cap?’

      ‘Oh, I gave it to an old woman,’ said John, ‘she told me the right way to get rid of a witch.’

      ‘You little misery!’ screamed his mother. ‘What’s the use of telling you anything? You’ve given your cap to a witch, and not another one do you get till Christmas.’

      About a week later John’s mother said to him:

      ‘We’ve finished all the potatoes. You’ll have to go over to Maiden’s Farm and get a sackful. And this time, if you meet a witch, maybe you’ll have the sense to give her a bunch of parsley right away.’

      So John fetched out his bicycle and pumped up the tyres and found an old potato sack. And before he started he picked nearly a whole sackful of parsley and took it with him over his shoulder. It was about five miles to Maiden’s Farm and the whole way, whenever John saw an old woman on the road, he got off and gave her one of his bunches of parsley. He wasn’t taking any chances. Plenty of them looked a bit surprised at being given some parsley in the middle of the road, but that made no difference to John. By the time he had reached Maiden’s he had been so generous with his parsley that he had none left, and when he got to the farm gate and saw another old woman sitting outside he didn’t quite know what to do.

      ‘Haven’t you anything for me, dearie?’ the old woman asked.

      John was a bit embarrassed, so finally he gave her the bicycle pump as that seemed to be the smallest thing he could part with. Then he got his potatoes and went home.

      When he came up the garden path his mother called from her bedroom window:

      ‘Got the potatoes, John?’

      ‘Yes, Ma,’ John shouted back, ‘a whole sackful.’

      ‘But are they good ones?’ she said, and came down to see. The first thing she said, when she came into the shed where John had put them was:

      ‘Where’s the bicycle pump?’

      ‘Well, you see, Ma,’ John explained, ‘I’d finished all the parsley, giving it away to old women, by the time I got to Maiden’s. So I had to give the pump to the last one. Very pleased with it, she was. You should have seen her.’

      ‘You little good-for-nothing,’ screamed his mother. ‘What do you think we’re going to do without the bicycle pump? Not another penny do you get to buy sweets till you’ve paid for a new one.’

      After that, all the witches in the neighbourhood got to know about John, and they plagued him so much that he never dared stir out of doors without about half a cartload of parsley. So one day his mother said to him:

      ‘I’ve thought of a plan to get rid of the witches, and for goodness’ sake listen to what I’m saying, instead of mooning out of the window.’

      Next day she went all round the village saying:

      ‘My John’s going to town. Have you any messages you want done?’

      By the time she got home she had a list of messages as long as her arm, and all the witches knew that John was catching the 9.18 train into Tabchester the next day.

      The porter always used to say that he’d never seen such a sight as there was that day. The station wasn’t very big, and it was crowded from one end to the other with witches, all waiting for the 9.18 to come in. Some of them bought tickets and some didn’t. John came a bit late with his shopping basket and list. He went and had a private talk with the porter, who was also the station master, and the guard, and the engine driver. Presently the porter (whose name was Mr Sims) went off and brought along the train. It wasn’t a very big one, for it only went as far as Tabchester. There was no one else in it but John and the witches.

      When the train began to move, John got up and made a little speech.

      ‘Ladies,’ he said, ‘I didn’t think I could bring enough parsley for all of you, so I’ve arranged a little treat for you, and you’ll find it in the dining-car at the end of the train.’

      So he went along the corridor to show them the way, and all the witches came pushing along behind him, rubbing their hands.

      At the end of the train the corridor bent round, and there was a door to join on to another coach, if one should ever be needed. So John stood at the corner, and as each witch came round, he pushed her through the door and off the end of the train. And that was the end of her. All except the last. For the last but one, when he pushed her through the door, gave a kind of squeak, and that warned the one after her. So, quick as a wink, she changed herself into a bluebottle, and when John looked round, he thought he must have finished them all.

      He went into the town and did all his errands, and when he got home he and his mother had a good laugh, thinking about all the witches.

      But the last witch went home in a frightful temper, thinking how she could be revenged on John.

      One day she put on a tweed cap and a false moustache and got on her bicycle and went off with a box on her back. And when she came to John’s mother’s cottage, she knocked at the front door and asked if they wanted to buy any toothbrushes. John’s mother didn’t recognize her and she bought a new toothbrush for John. But the witch had poisoned this toothbrush, so that when John brushed his teeth with it, he would drop down dead on the spot.
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