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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 stepfather 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 recognised 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 storytelling 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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      My mother, Joan Aiken, grew up in a little village in the Sussex countryside at a time that now seems quite magical to us – her family’s cottage didn’t have electricity so they lit oil lamps and candles at night, and their water came from the well in the garden. No one had a car, so anything that couldn’t be bought from local farms or made at home was fetched by a carrier with a horse and cart from the nearest town. Joan didn’t go to school until she was twelve, but was taught at home by her mother, and from the age of five she hungrily devoured the enormous number of books in the house belonging to her stepfather, Martin Armstrong, who was a writer. Her older brother and sister were away at boarding school and, until her smaller brother was born, her best friends were books.

      Joan began making up stories to keep her little brother amused on walks on the Sussex Downs near their home, putting in all the best bits from the books she read – fairy tales or Greek myths and legends – and mixing in people they knew from the village. She added their own adventures too, only instead of the Armstrong family, they became the Armitages, with Mark and Harriet based on their much admired older brother and sister. Gradually she introduced all sorts of other characters, including some terrible visiting relatives, a menagerie of magical beasts and many dreadful old fairy ladies (never called witches!).

      In the late 1930s, when Joan was a teenager, the BBC invited her stepfather to write for their Children’s Hour programme, and he wrote a series about a family and their extraordinary talking pets, which became an enormous success. Influenced by him, Joan sent the first Armitage story to the BBC – ‘Yes, But Today is Tuesday’ – and to her delight and amazement it was accepted and broadcast. Over the next sixty years until the end of her life, she often returned to the Armitage family, writing more about their adventures in her childhood village. She said that the stories always came out of the blue, in a terrific and wonderful urge to get themselves written.

      Joan wrote more than one hundred books, the most famous being The Wolves of Willoughby Chase series of novels, but she always said writing stories was her favourite thing, and whenever a new story collection came out, there would be more about the Armitages and their magical life. She later wrote the Prelude, revealing how Mrs Armitage found a magic stone and wished for her family to have an enchanted life, with the promise of living ‘Happily Ever After’. One Armitage story stands out as unforgettable for many readers, but it nearly breaks this promise: ‘The Serial Garden’ – Mark’s cereal packet ‘cut-out’ garden that comes to life – has a very surprising ending. Joan had so many letters about this story that she felt she had to return to it and offer some hint of a happier outcome for poor Mr Johansen and his lost princess. Mr Johansen reappears in two more stories, but although Joan did now offer hope for a solution she said she could not undo what had happened before.

      Towards the end of her life Joan wrote the last few Armitage stories including one about Milo, the baby brother who had inspired the stories in the first place, and sent them off to be collected together for the first time in one special book. She wanted it to be called The Serial Garden, The Armitage Family Stories to tell all those readers patiently waiting for their happy ending that finally they might find what they were looking for – and here it is!

       

      Lizza Aiken 2015 
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      Once upon a time two people met, fell in love, and got married. Their names were Mr and Mrs Armitage. While they were on their honeymoon, staying at a farm near the Sussex coast, they often spent whole days on the beach, which at that point was reached by a path over a high shingle ridge. The sea was beautifully empty, the weather was beautifully warm, and the beach was beautifully peaceful.

      One hot, sleepy afternoon the Armitages had been bathing and were lying on the shingle afterwards, sunning themselves, when Mrs Armitage said,

      ‘Darling, are you awake?’

      Her husband snored, and then said, ‘Eh? Whatsay, darling?’

      ‘This business of living happily ever after,’ she said rather thoughtfully, ‘it sounds all right but – well – what do we actually do with ourselves all the time?’

      ‘Oh,’ Mr Armitage said yawning. ‘’Spose I go to the office every day and you look after the house and cook dinner – that sort of thing?’

      ‘I see. You don’t think,’ she said doubtfully, ‘that sounds a little dull?’

      ‘Dull? Certainly not.’ He went back to sleep again. But his wife turned restlessly onto her stomach and scooped with her fingers among the smooth, rattling brown and yellow and white and grey pebbles, which were all warm and smelled of salt.

      Presently she exclaimed, ‘Oh!’

      ‘Whassamarrer?’ Mr Armitage mumbled.

      ‘I’ve found a stone with a hole.’ She held up her finger with the stone fitting neatly over it – a round white chalk-stone with a hole in the middle.

      ‘’Markable,’ said her husband without opening his eyes.

      ‘When I was little,’ Mrs Armitage said, ‘I used to call those wishing-stones.’

      ‘Mmm.’

      She rolled onto her back again and admired the white stone fitting so snugly on her finger.

      ‘I wish we’ll live in a beautiful house in a beautiful village with a big garden and a field and at least one ghost,’ she said sleepily.

      ‘That’s Uncle Cuthbert’s house,’ her husband said. ‘He’s just left it to me. Meant to tell you.’

      ‘And I wish we’ll have two children called Mark and Harriet with cheerful energetic natures who will never mope or sulk or get bored. And I hope lots of interesting and unusual things will happen to them. It would be nice if they had a fairy godmother, for instance,’ she went on dreamily.

      ‘Here, hold on!’ muttered her husband.

      ‘And a few magic wishes. And a phoenix or something out of the ordinary for a pet.’

      ‘Whoa, wait a minute! Be a bit distracting, wouldn’t it, all those things going on? Never know what to expect next! And what would the neighbours think?’

      ‘Bother the neighbours! Well,’ she allowed, ‘we could have a special day for interesting and unusual things to happen – say, Mondays. But not always Mondays, and not only Mondays, or that would get a bit dull too.’

      ‘You don’t really believe in that stone, do you?’ Mr Armitage said anxiously.

      ‘Only half.’

      ‘Well how about taking it off, now, and throwing it in the sea, before you wish for anything else?’

      But the stone would not come off her finger.

      When they had pushed and pulled and tugged until her finger was beginning to be a bit sore, Mrs Armitage said, ‘We’d better go back to the farm. Mrs Tulliver will get it off with soap, or butter. And you’re getting as red as a lobster.’

      When they reached the top of the shingle ridge, Mrs Armitage turned round and looked at the wide expanse of peaceful, silky, grey-blue sea.

      ‘It’s beautiful,’ she sighed, ‘very beautiful. But it would be nice to see something come out of it, once in a way. Like the sea-serpent.’

      No sooner had she spoken those words than a huge, green, gnarled, shining, horny head came poking out of the sea. It was all covered with weeds and bumps and barnacles, like the bottom of some old, old ship. And it was followed by miles and miles and miles of body, and it stared at them with two pale, oysterish eyes and opened a mouth as large as Wookey Hole.
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      With great presence of mind Mrs Armitage said, ‘Not today, thank you. Sorry you’ve been troubled. Down, sir! Heel. Go home now, good serpent, I’ve got nothing for you.’

      With a sad, wailing hoot, like a ship’s siren, the monster submerged again.

      ‘For heaven’s sake!’ said Mr Armitage. ‘The sooner we get that stone off your finger, the better it will be.’

      They walked on quite fast across the four fields between the beach and the farm. Every now and then Mrs Armitage opened her mouth to speak, and whenever she did so, Mr Armitage kindly but firmly clapped his hand over it to stop her.

      Outside the farm they met four-year-old Vicky Tulliver, swinging on the gate and singing one of the songs she was always making up:

      
        
          
             

            ‘Two white ducks and

            
              Two white hens
            

            Two white turkeys sitting on a fence —’

          

        

      

      ‘Do you know where your Mummy is?’ Mr Armitage asked.

      Vicky stopped singing long enough to say, ‘In the kitchen,’ so the Armitages went there and Mrs Tulliver gave them a knob of beautiful fresh butter to loosen the stone. But it still wouldn’t come off. So they tried soap and water, olive oil, tractor oil, clotted cream, and neat’s foot oil. And still the stone would not come off.

      ‘Deary me, what can we try next?’ said Mrs Tulliver. ‘Your poor finger’s all red and swole.’

      ‘Oh, goodness, I wish it would come off,’ sighed Mrs Armitage. And then, of course, she felt it loosen its hold at once. And just before she slipped it off, she breathed one last request. ‘Dear stone, please don’t let me ever be bored with living happily ever after.’

      ‘Well!’ said Mrs Tulliver, looking at the stone. ‘Did you ever, then! Vicky, you’ve got the littlest fingers, ’spose you take and drop that stone in the well, afore it sticks on any other body the same way.’

      So Vicky took the white stone and hung it on her tiny forefinger, where it dangled loosely, and she went out to the well singing,

      
        
          
             

            ‘Two white heifers

            
              Two white goats
            

            
              Two white sheep an’
            

            
              Two white shoats
            

            
              Two white geese an’
            

            
              Two white ponies
            

            
              Two white puppies
            

            
              Two white coneys
            

            
              Two white ducks an’
            

            
              Two white hens
            

            
              Two white turkeys
            

            
              Sitting on the fence
               —
            

            
              Two white kittens
            

            
              Sitting in the sun
            

            
              I wish I had ’em
            

            Every one!’

          

        

      

      And with that she tossed the white stone in the well.

      ‘Deary me,’ said Mrs Tulliver, looking out the kitchen window into the farmyard. ‘Snow in July, then?’

      But of course it wasn’t snow. It was all the white creatures Vicky had wished for, pecking and fluttering and frisking and flapping and mooing. Mr Tulliver was quite astonished when he came home from haymaking, and as for Vicky, she thought it was her birthday and Easter and Christmas and August Bank Holiday all rolled into one.

      But Mr and Mrs Armitage packed their cases and caught a train and went home to Uncle Cuthbert’s house, where they settled down to begin living happily ever after.

      And they were never, never bored…

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              YES, BUT TODAY IS TUESDAY
            

          

        

      

      Monday was the day on which unusual things were allowed, and even expected to happen at the Armitage house. It was on a Monday, for instance, that two knights of the Round Table came and had a combat on the lawn, because they insisted that nowhere else was flat enough. And on another Monday two albatrosses nested on the roof, laid three eggs, knocked off most of the tiles, and then deserted the nest; Agnes, the cook, made the eggs into an omelette but it tasted too strongly of fish to be considered a success. And on another Monday, all the potatoes in a sack in the larder turned into the most beautiful Venetian glass apples, and Mrs Epis, who came in two days a week to help with the cleaning, sold them to a rag-and-bone man for a shilling. So the Armitages were quite prepared for surprises on a Monday and, if by any chance the parents had gone out during the day, they were apt to open the front door rather cautiously on their return, in case a dromedary should charge at them, which had happened on a particularly notable Monday before Christmas. Then they would go very quietly and carefully into the sitting-room, and sit down, and fortify themselves with sherry before Mark and Harriet came in and told them precisely what had happened since breakfast time.

      You will see, therefore, that this story is all the more remarkable because it happened on a Tuesday.

      It began at breakfast time, when Mark came into the dining-room and announced that there was a unicorn in the garden.

      ‘Nonsense,’ said his father. ‘Today is Tuesday.’

      ‘I can’t help it,’ said Mark. ‘Just you go and look. It’s standing out among the peonies, and it’s a beauty, I can tell you.’

      Harriet started to her feet, but Mrs Armitage was firm. ‘Finish your shredded wheat first, Harriet. After all, today is Tuesday.’

      So Harriet very unwillingly finished her shredded wheat and gulped down her coffee, and then she rushed into the garden. There, sure enough, knee-deep in the great clump of peonies at the end of the lawn stood a unicorn, looking about rather inquiringly. It was a most lovely creature – snow-white all over, with shining green eyes and a twisted mother-of-pearl horn in the middle of its forehead. Harriet noticed with interest that this horn and the creature’s hoofs had a sort of greenish gleam to them, as if they were slightly transparent and lit up from within. The unicorn seemed quite pleased to see Harriet, and she rubbed its velvety nose for a minute or two. Then it turned away and took a large mouthful of peony blossoms. But almost at once it spat them out again and looked at her reproachfully with its lustrous green eyes.

      Harriet reflected. Then she saw Mark coming out, and went towards him. ‘I think it’s hungry,’ she remarked. ‘What do you suppose unicorns like to eat?’

      ‘Do you think perhaps honeycomb?’ Mark suggested. So they went secretly to the larder by the back door and took a large honeycomb out on a platter. Mark held it to the unicorn, first rolling up his sleeves so that the creature should not dribble honey onto him. It sniffed the honey in a cautious manner, and finally crunched it up in two mouthfuls and looked pleased.

      ‘Now, do you suppose,’ said Harriet, ‘that it would like a drink of milk?’ And she fetched it some milk in a blue bowl. The unicorn lapped it up gratefully.

      ‘I think it must have been travelling all night, don’t you?’ said Mark. ‘Look, it’s got burrs all tangled up in its tail. I’ll comb them out.’

      At this moment their father came out into the garden for his after-breakfast stroll. At the sight of the unicorn he paused, stared at it, and finally remarked:

      ‘Nonsense. Today is Tuesday. It must have got left over from last night. It was very careless of you not to have noticed it, Harriet.’ The unicorn looked at him amiably and began to wash itself like a cat. Mark went off to hunt for a large comb.

      ‘Do you think we could ride it?’ Harriet asked her father.

      ‘Not at the moment,’ he answered, as the unicorn achieved a particularly graceful twist, and began licking the middle of its back. ‘If you ask me, I should think it would be like riding the sea-serpent. But, of course, you’re welcome to try, when it has finished washing.’

      Mrs Epis came out into the garden.

      ‘There’s a policeman at the door,’ she said, ‘and Mrs Armitage says will you come and deal with him, sir, please.’

      ‘A policeman,’ Harriet observed to herself. ‘They don’t usually come on a Tuesday.’ She followed her father to the front door.

      This policeman was different from the usual one. Harriet could not remember ever seeing him before. He looked at the piece of paper in his hand and said,

      ‘I have an inquiry to make about a unicorn. Is it true that you are keeping one without a licence?’

      ‘I don’t know about keeping it,’ said Mr Armitage. ‘There’s certainly one in the garden, but it’s only just arrived. We hadn’t really decided to keep it yet. I must say, you’re very prompt about looking us up.’

      ‘Please let’s pay the licence and keep it,’ whispered Harriet very urgently.

      ‘Well, how much is this precious licence, before we go any further?’ asked Mr Armitage.

      The policeman consulted his piece of paper again. ‘Ten thousand gold pieces,’ he read out.

      ‘But that’s absurd. Today is Tuesday!’ exclaimed Mr Armitage. ‘Besides, we haven’t got that in the house. As a matter of fact I doubt if we’ve got so much as one gold piece in the house.’

      Harriet did not wait to hear what happened after that. She went out to the unicorn with two large tears in her eyes.

      ‘Why do you have to have such an enormous licence?’ she asked it. ‘You might have known we couldn’t keep you.’

      A large green drop of water the size of a plum dropped down on her hand. It was the unicorn’s tear.

      Mark came across the lawn with a comb. Harriet felt too sad to tell him that they couldn’t afford the unicorn. She watched him begin slowly and carefully combing the long tail. The unicorn looked round to see what was happening, and then gave an approving grunt and stood very upright and still.

      ‘Good heavens!’ said Mark. ‘Look what’s fallen out of its tail! A gold piece! And here’s another!’ At every sweep of the comb, gold pieces tumbled out onto the grass, and soon there was a considerable pile of them.

      ‘They’ll do for the licence!’ exclaimed Harriet. ‘Quick, Mark, go on combing. We want ten thousand of them. Here are Father and the policeman coming to inspect it.’ She began feverishly counting the coins and sorting them into heaps of ten.

      ‘It’s going to take a terrible time,’ she remarked. ‘We might as well ask the policeman to check them.’

      The two men seemed rather astonished to see what was going on. Harriet had a feeling that the policeman was not altogether pleased. However, he knelt down and began helping to count out the coins. Just as Agnes came out to tell the children that their eleven o’clock bread-and-dripping was on the kitchen table, they finished the counting. The policeman gave Mr Armitage a receipt and took himself off with the money in a bag over his shoulder. And Mr Armitage looked at his watch and exclaimed that it was high time he did some work, and went indoors.

      Mark and Harriet sat on the lawn, munching their bread-and-dripping and looking at the unicorn, which was smelling a rose with evident satisfaction.

      ‘I wonder if it ought to be shod?’ murmured Mark, looking at its greenish hoofs. ‘If we’re going to ride it, I mean.’ They went over and examined the hoofs at close quarters. They looked rather worn and sore.

      ‘I don’t suppose it’s used to stones and hard road like ours,’ said Harriet. ‘You can see it’s a foreign animal by the surprised look it has on its face all the time.’

      Mark agreed. ‘Would you like to be shod?’ he asked the creature. It nodded intelligently. ‘Well, if that isn’t good enough, I don’t know what is.’ They made a halter out of a green dressing-gown cord of Harriet’s, and led the unicorn down to the forge, where Mr Ellis, the blacksmith, was leaning against a wall in the sun, reading the paper.

      ‘Please, will you shoe our unicorn for us?’ asked Harriet.

      ‘What, you two again!’ exclaimed Mr Ellis. ‘I thought today was Tuesday. First it’s dromedaries, then unicorns. Thank ’eavens they’ve got ’oofs of a normal shape. Well, you lead ’im in, Master Mark. I’m not pining to have that there spike of his sticking into me breakfast.’

      The unicorn was beautifully shod, with light, small silvery shoes, and seemed very pleased with them.

      ‘How much will that be?’ Harriet asked.

      ‘I’ll have to look up in my list, if you’ll excuse me,’ said Mr Ellis. ‘I can’t remember what it is offhand, for a unicorn. Cor’, you won’t ’alf have a time at the Toll Bridge at Potter’s End, if you ever takes ’im that way.’ He went into the back of the forge, where the great bellows were, and found a grubby list. ‘Quagga, reindeer – no – farther on we want,’ and he ran his finger down to the end and started up. ‘Zebra, yak, wildebeest, waterbuck, unicorn. Twelve pieces of gold, please, Miss Harriet.’ Fortunately Mark had put the comb in his pocket, so there was no difficulty about combing twelve pieces out of the unicorn’s tail. Then they started back home, fairly slowly, giving him time to get accustomed to the feel of his new shoes. He lifted his feet gingerly at first, as if they felt heavy, but soon he seemed to be used to them.

      Back on the lawn he became quite lively, and pranced about, kicking up his heels.

      ‘We haven’t thought of a name for him,’ said Harriet. ‘What about Candleberry?’

      ‘Why not?’ said Mark. ‘… and now I am going to ride him.’

      The unicorn took very kindly to having riders on his back, except for an absent-minded habit of tossing his head, which on one occasion nearly impaled Harriet on his horn. They noticed that when he galloped he could remain off the ground for quite long stretches at a time.

      ‘He can very nearly fly,’ said Harriet.

      ‘Perhaps the air where he comes from is thicker,’ suggested Mark ingeniously. ‘Like the difference between salt and fresh water, you know.’

      And then, just as they were deciding to rig up a jump and see how high he would go, they saw a little old man in a red cloak standing on the lawn, watching them. Candleberry stood stock still and shivered all over, as if his skin had suddenly gone goosey.

      ‘Good morning,’ Harriet said politely. ‘Do you want to speak to Mr Armitage?’

      But the little man had his eyes fixed on Candleberry. ‘How dare you steal one of my unicorns?’ he said fiercely.

      ‘I like that!’ exclaimed Mark. ‘It came of its own accord. We never stole it.’

      ‘You will return it at once, or it will be the worse for you.’

      ‘After we’ve paid for its licence too,’ chimed in Harriet. ‘I never heard such cheek. We shouldn’t dream of returning it. Obviously it ran away from you because it was unhappy. You can’t have treated it properly.’

      ‘What!’ the old man almost shrieked. ‘You accuse me of not knowing how to treat a unicorn!’ He seemed nearly bursting with rage. ‘If you won’t give it back, I’ll make you. I’ll cast a spell over it.’

      ‘Hold on,’ said Harriet. ‘We’ve had it shod. You haven’t any power over it any more.’ Even she knew that.

      At these words a terrible look crossed over the old man’s face.

      ‘You’ll discover what it is to interfere with me,’ he said ominously, and struck his staff on the ground. Mark and Harriet with one accord grabbed hold of Candleberry’s bridle. The whole place became pitch dark, and thunder rolled dreadfully overhead. A great wind whistled through the trees. Candleberry stamped and shivered. Then the gale caught up all three of them, and they were whisked through the air. ‘Hang on to the bridle,’ shrieked Mark in Harriet’s ear. ‘I can see the sea coming,’ she shrieked back. Indeed, down below them, and coming nearer every minute, was a raging sea with black waves as big as houses.

       

      When the storm burst, Mr and Mrs Armitage were inside the house.

      ‘I hope the children have the sense to shelter somewhere,’ said Mrs Armitage. Her husband looked out at the weather and gave a yelp of dismay.
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      ‘All my young peas and beans! They’ll be blown as flat as pancakes!’ he cried in agony, and rushed out into the garden. But as he went out, the wind dropped and the sun shone again. Mr Armitage walked over the lawn, his eyes starting in horror from his head. For all about the garden were one hundred unicorns!

      He went back into the house in a state of collapse and told his wife. ‘My garden will be trampled to pieces,’ he moaned. ‘How will we ever get rid of them?’

      ‘Perhaps Mark and Harriet will have some ideas,’ suggested Mrs Armitage. But Mark and Harriet were nowhere to be found. Mrs Epis was having hysterics in the kitchen. ‘It’s not decent,’ was all she could say. She had come upon the unicorns unexpectedly, as she was hanging some teacloths on the line.

      Agnes, oddly enough, was the one who had a practical idea.

      ‘If you please, sir,’ she said, ‘I think my dad wouldn’t mind three or four of those to use as plough horses. Someone told me that once you’ve got them trained, they’re very cheap to feed.’

      So her father, Mr Monks, came along, looked over the herd, and picked out five likely ones as farm horses. ‘And thank you kindly,’ he said.

      ‘You don’t know anyone else who’d be glad of a few, do you?’ asked Mr Armitage hopefully. ‘As you can see, we’ve got rather more than we know what to do with.’

      ‘I wouldn’t be surprised but what old Farmer Meads could take some in. I’ll ask him,’ Mr Monks volunteered. ‘And there’s old Gilbert the carter, and I believe as how someone said the milkman was looking for a new pony.’

      ‘Do ask them all,’ said Mr Armitage desperately. ‘And look – stick this up on the village notice-board as you go past.’ He hastily scribbled a notice which he handed to Mr Monks:

      Unicorns given away. Quiet to ride or drive. 

      The rest of the day the Armitages were fully occupied in giving away unicorns to all applicants. ‘It’s worse than trying to get rid of a family of kittens,’ said Mrs Armitage. ‘And if they don’t turn out well, we shall have to move away from the village. Oh, there’s the artist who lives up on Pennington Hill. I’m sure he’d like a unicorn to carry his paints around for him.’

      All day there was no sign of Mark or Harriet, and the parents began to worry. ‘If it were Monday, now, it would be all right,’ they said, ‘but where can they be?’

      Late in the evening, after they had disposed of the last unicorn to the baker’s boy, and he had gone rejoicing along to Mr Ellis (who was nearly at his wits’ end by this time) to have it shod, Mark and Harriet trailed in, looking exhausted but content.

      ‘Where have you been? And what have you done to your clothes?’ Mrs Armitage asked them.

      ‘It wasn’t our fault,’ Harriet said drowsily. ‘We were bewitched. We were blown over the sea, and we fell in. We would have been drowned, only a submarine rose up under us and took us into Brighton.’

      ‘And why didn’t you come straight off, pray?’ 

      ‘Well, we had to earn some money for our bus fares. They won’t take unicorn gold in Brighton, I don’t know why. So we organized a show with Candleberry on the beach and earned an awful lot. And then we had a huge tea, and Mark caught the bus, and I followed along by the side on Candleberry. He’s terribly fast. He’s asleep in the greenhouse now. We thought that would be a good place for him. What’s the matter with the garden? It looks trampled.’

      Harriet’s voice was trailing away with sleep. 

      ‘You two,’ said Mrs Armitage, ‘are going straight to bed.’ 

      ‘But we always stay up to supper on Mondays,’ complained Mark in the middle of a vast yawn.

      ‘Yes,’ said his father, ‘but today, as it happens, is Tuesday.’

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              BROOMSTICKS AND SARDINES
            

          

        

      

      ‘Oh, bother,’ said Mrs Armitage, looking over her coffee-cup at the little heap of sixpences on the sideboard, ‘the children have forgotten to take their lunch money to school. You could go that way to the office and leave it, couldn’t you, darling?’

      The house still reverberated from the slam of the front door, but the children were out of sight, as Mr Armitage gloomily ascertained.

      ‘I hate going to that place,’ he said. ‘Miss Croot makes me feel so small, and all the little tots look at me.’

      ‘Nonsense, dear. And anyway, why shouldn’t they?’ Mrs Armitage returned in a marked manner to the Stitch Woman and Home Beautifier’s Journal, so her husband, with the sigh of a martyr, put on his hat, tucked The Times and his umbrella under his arm, and picked up the money. He dropped a kiss on his wife’s brow, and in his turn went out, but without slamming the door, into the October day. Instead of going down the cobbled hill towards his office, he turned left up the little passageway which led to Mrs Croot’s kindergarten, which Mark and Harriet attended. It was a small studio building standing beside a large garden which lay behind the Armitage garden; Harriet and Mark often wished they could go to school by climbing over the fence. Fortunately, the children were not allowed to play in the studio garden, or, as the Armitage parents often said to each other, shuddering, they would hear their children’s voices all day long instead of only morning and evening.

      Mr Armitage tapped on the studio door but nobody answered his knock. There was a dead hush inside, and he mentally took his hat off to Miss Croot for her disciplinary powers. Becoming impatient at length, however, he went in, through the lobby where the boots and raincoats lived. The inner doorway was closed, and when he went through it, he stood still in astonishment.

      The studio room was quite small, but the little pink and blue and green desks had been shoved back against the walls to make more space. The children were all sitting cross-legged on the floor, quiet as mice, in a ring round the old-fashioned green porcelain stove with its black chimney-pipe which stood on a kind of iron step in the middle of the room. There was a jam cauldron simmering in the middle of the stove, and Miss Croot, an exceedingly tall lady with teeth like fence-posts and a great many bangles, was stirring the cauldron and dropping in all sorts of odds and ends.

      Mr Armitage distinctly heard her recite:

      
        
          
            ‘Eye of newt and toe of frog…’

          

        

      

      And then he said: ‘Ahem,’ and, stepping forward, gave her the little stack of warm sixpences which he had been holding in his hand all this time.

      ‘My children forgot their lunch money,’ he remarked.

      ‘Oh, thank you, Mr Er,’ Miss Croot gratefully if absently replied. ‘How kind. I do like to get it on Mondays. Now a pinch of vervain, Pamela, from the tin on my desk please.’

      A smug little girl with a fringe brought her the pinch.

      ‘I hope, ma’am, that that isn’t the children’s lunch,’ said Mr Armitage, gazing distastefully into the brew. He saw his own children looking at him pityingly from the other side of the circle, plainly hoping that he wasn’t going to disgrace them.

      ‘Oh dear, no,’ replied Miss Croot vaguely. ‘This is just our usual transformation mixture. There, it’s just going to boil.’ She dropped in one of the sixpences and it instantly became a pink moth and fluttered across to the window.

      ‘Well, I must be on my way,’ muttered Mr Armitage. ‘Close in here, isn’t it.’

      He stepped carefully back through the seated children to the doorway, noticing as he did so some very odd-looking maps on the walls, a tray of sand marked in hexagons and pentagons, a stack of miniature broomsticks, coloured beads arranged on the floor in concentric circles, and a lot of little Plasticine dolls, very realistically made.

      At intervals throughout the day, Mr Armitage thought rather uneasily about Miss Croot’s kindergarten, and when he was drinking his sherry that evening, he mentioned the matter to his wife.

      ‘Where are the children now, by the way?’ he said.

      ‘In the garden, sweeping leaves with their brooms. They made the brooms themselves, with raffia.’

      In fact he could see Mark and Harriet hopping about in the autumn dusk. They had become bored with sweeping and were riding on the brooms like horses. As Mr Armitage watched, Mark shouted ‘Abracadabra,’ and his broomstick lifted itself into the air, carried him a few yards, and then turned over, throwing him into the dahlias.

      ‘Oh, jolly good,’ exclaimed Harriet. ‘Are you hurt? Watch me now.’ Her broomstick carried her into the fuchsia bush, where it stuck, and she had some trouble getting down.

      ‘You see what I mean?’ said Mr Armitage to his wife.

      ‘Well, I shouldn’t worry about it too much,’ she answered comfortably, picking up her tatting. ‘I think it’s much better for them to get that sort of thing out of their systems when they’re small. And then Miss Croot is such a near neighbour; we don’t want to offend her. Just think how tiresome it was when the Bradmans lived there and kept dropping all their snails over the fence. At least the children play quietly and keep themselves amused nowadays, and that’s such a blessing.’

      Next evening, however, the children were being far from quiet.

      Mr Armitage, in his study, could hear raucous shouts and recriminations going on between Mark and Harriet and the Shepherd children, ancient enemies of theirs in the garden on the other side.

      ‘Sucks to you!’

      ‘Double sucks, with brass knobs on.’

      ‘This is a gun, I’ve shot you dead. Bang!’

      ‘This is a magic wand, I’ve turned you into a —’

      ‘Will you stop that hideous row,’ exclaimed Mr Armitage, bursting out of his French window. A deathly hush fell in the garden. He realized almost at once, though, that the silence was due not so much to his intervention as the fact that where little Richard, Geoffrey, and Moira Shepherd had been, there were now three sheep, which Harriet and Mark were regarding with triumphant satisfaction.

      ‘Did you do that?’ said Mr Armitage sharply to his children.

      ‘Well – yes.’

      ‘Change them back at once.’

      ‘We don’t know how.’

      ‘Geoffrey – Moira – your mother says it’s bedtime.’ Mr Shepherd came out of his greenhouse with a pair of secateurs.

      ‘I say, Shepherd, I’m terribly sorry – my children have changed yours into sheep. And now they say they don’t know how to change them back.’

      ‘Oh, don’t apologize, old chap. As a matter of fact, I think it’s a pretty good show. Some peace and quiet will be a wonderful change, and I shan’t have to mow the lawn.’ He shouted indoors with the liveliest pleasure,

      ‘I say, Minnie! Our kids have been turned into sheep, so you won’t have to put them to bed. Dig out a long frock and we’ll go to the Harvest Ball.’

      A shriek of delight greeted his words.

      ‘All the same, it was a disgraceful thing to do,’ said Mr Armitage severely, escorting his children indoors. ‘How long will it last?’

      ‘Oh, only till midnight – like Cinderella’s coach, you know,’ replied Harriet carelessly.

      ‘It would be rather fun if we went to the Harvest Ball,’ remarked Mr Armitage, in whom the sight of the carefree Shepherd parents had awakened unaccustomed longings. ‘Agnes could look after the children, couldn’t she?’

      ‘Yes, but I’ve nothing fit to wear!’ exclaimed his wife. ‘Why didn’t you think of it sooner?’

      ‘Well, dash it all, can’t the kids fix you up with something? Not that I approve of this business, in fact I’m going to put a stop to it, but in the meantime…’

      Harriet and Mark were delighted to oblige and soon provided their mother with a very palatial crinoline of silver lamé.

      ‘Doesn’t look very warm,’ commented her husband. ‘Remember the Assembly Rooms are always as cold as the tomb. Better wear something woolly underneath.’

      Mrs Armitage created a sensation at the ball, and was so sought-after that her husband hardly saw her the whole evening. All of a sudden, as he was enjoying a quiet game of whist with the McAlisters, a terrible thought struck him. ‘What’s the time, Charles?’

      ‘Just on twelve, old man. Time we were toddling. I say, what’s up?’

      Mr Armitage had fled from the table and was frantically searching the ballroom for his wife. At last he saw her, right across on the other side.

      ‘Mary!’ he shouted. ‘You must come home at once.’ ‘Why? What? Is it the children…?’ She was threading her way towards him when the clock began to strike. Mr Armitage started and shut his eyes. A roar of applause broke out, and he opened his eyes to see his wife looking down at herself in surprise. She was wearing a scarlet silk ski-suit. Everyone crowded around her, patting her on the back, and saying that it was the neatest trick they’d seen since the pantomime, and how had she done it? She was given a prize of a hundred cigarettes and a bridge marker. ‘I had the ski-suit on underneath,’ she explained on the way home. ‘So as to keep warm, you see. There was plenty of room for it under the crinoline. And what a mercy I did…’

      ‘All this has got to stop,’ pronounced Mr Armitage next morning. ‘It’s Guy Fawkes in a couple of weeks, and can’t you imagine what it’ll be like? Children flying around on broomsticks and being hit by rockets, and outsize fireworks made by methods that I’d rather not go into – it just won’t do, I tell you.’

      ‘Je crois que vous faites une montagne d’une colline – une colline de…’

      ‘Une taupinière,’ supplied Harriet kindly. ‘And you can call father ‘tu,’ you know.’

      Mark looked sulkily into his porridge and said, ‘Well, we’ve got to learn what Miss Croot teaches us, haven’t we?’

      ‘I shall go round and have a word with Miss Croot.’

      But as a result of his word with Miss Croot, from which Mr Armitage emerged red and flustered, while she remained imperturbably calm and gracious, such very large snails began to march in an endless procession over the fence from Miss Croot’s garden into the Armitage rosebed that Mrs Armitage felt obliged to go round to the school and smooth things over.

      ‘My husband always says a great deal more than he means, you know,’ she apologized.

      ‘Not at all,’ replied Miss Croot affably. ‘As a matter of fact, I am closing down at Christmas in any case, for I have had a most flattering offer to go as an instructress to the young king of Siam.’

      ‘Thank goodness for that,’ remarked Mr Armitage. ‘I should think she’d do well there. But it’s a long time till Christmas.’

      ‘At any rate, the snails have stopped coming,’ said his wife placidly.

      Mr Armitage issued an edict to the children.

      ‘I can’t control what you do in school, but understand if you do any more of these tricks, there will be no Christmas tree, no Christmas party, no stockings, and no pantomime.’

      ‘Yes, we understand,’ said Harriet sadly.

      Mrs Armitage, too, looked rather sad. She had been thinking what a help the children’s gifts would be over the shopping; not perhaps with clothes, as nobody wanted a wardrobe that vanished at midnight, but food! Still, would there be very much nourishment in a joint of mutton that abandoned its eaters in the middle of the night; certainly not! It was all for the best.

      Mark and Harriet faithfully, if crossly, obeyed their father’s edict, and there were no further transformations in the Armitage family circle. But the ban did not, of course, apply to the little Shepherds. Richard, Geoffrey and Moira were not very intelligent children, and it had taken some time for Miss Croot’s teaching to sink into them, but when it did, they were naturally anxious to retaliate for being turned into sheep. Mark and Harriet hardly ever succeeded in reaching school in their natural shape; but whether they arrived as ravens, spiders, frogs, or pterodactyls, Miss Croot always changed them back again with sarcastic politeness. Everyone became very bored with the little Shepherds and their unchanging joke.

      Guy Fawkes came and went with no serious casualties, except for a few broken arms and legs and cases of concussion among the children of the neighbourhood, and Mrs Armitage began making plans for her Christmas Party.

      ‘We’ll let the children stay up really late this year, shall we? You must admit they’ve been very good. And you’ll dress up as Father Christmas, won’t you?’

      Her husband groaned, but said that he would.

      ‘I’ve had such a bright idea. We’ll have the children playing Sardines in the dark; they always love that; then you can put on your costume and sack of toys and get into the hiding-place with them and gradually reveal who you are. Don’t you think that’s clever?’

      Mr Armitage groaned again. He was always sceptical about his wife’s good ideas, and this one seemed to him particularly open to mischance. But she looked so pleading that he finally agreed.

      ‘I must make a list of people to ask,’ she went on. ‘The Shepherds, and the McAlisters, and their children, and Miss Croot, of course —’

      ‘How I wish we’d never heard of that woman’s school,’ said her husband crossly.

      Miss Croot was delighted when Mark and Harriet gave her the invitation.

      ‘I’ll tell you what would be fun, children,’ she said brightly. ‘At the end of the evening, I’ll wave my wand and change you all into dear little fairies, and you can give a performance of that Dance of the Silver Bells that you’ve been practising. Your parents will be surprised. And I shall be the Fairy Queen. I’ll compose a little poem for the occasion:

      
        
          
             

            ‘Now, dear parents, you shall see

            
              What your girls and boys can be
            

            
              Lo, my magic wand I raise
            

            
              And change them into elves and fays
              …
            

          

        

      

      or something along those lines.’

      And she retired to her desk in the throes of composition, leaving the children to get on with copying their runes on their own.

      ‘I think she’s got a cheek,’ whispered Mark indignantly. ‘After all, it’s our party, not hers.’

      ‘Never mind, it won’t take long,’ said Harriet, who was rather fond of the Dance of the Silver Bells and secretly relished the thought of herself as a fairy.

      The party went with a swing; from the first game of Hunt the Slipper, the first carol, the first sight of Mrs Armitage’s wonderful supper with all her specialities, the turkey vol-au-vent and Arabian fruit salad.

      ‘Now how about a game of Sardines?’ Mrs Armitage called out, finding with astonishment that it was half-past eleven and that none of her guests could eat another crumb.

      The lights were turned out.

      ‘Please, we’d rather not play this game. We’re a bit nervous,’ twittered the Shepherd children, approaching their hostess. She looked at them crossly – really they were faddy children. ‘Very well, you sit by the fire here till it’s time for the Tree.’ As she left them, she noticed that they seemed to be drawing pictures in the ashes with their fingers, messy little beasts.

      She went to help her husband into his cloak and beard.

      ‘Everyone is in the cupboard under the stairs,’ she said. ‘Harriet hid first, and I told her to go there. I should give them another minute.’

      ‘Who’s that wandering about upstairs?’

      ‘Oh, that’s Miss Croot. Her bun came down, and she went up to fix it. Don’t wait for her – there you are, you’re done. Off with you.’

      Father Christmas shouldered his sack and went along to the stair cupboard.

      ‘Well,’ he exclaimed, in as jovial a whisper as he could manage, stepping into the thick and dusty dark, ‘I bet you can’t guess who’s come in this time.’ Gosh, I do feel a fool, he thought.

      Silence greeted his words.

      ‘Is there anybody here?’ he asked in surprise, and began feeling about in the blackness.

      Mrs Armitage, standing by the main switch, was disconcerted to hear shriek upon shriek coming from the cupboard. She threw on the light and her husband came reeling out, his beard all awry, parcels falling from his sack in all directions.

      ‘Fish!’ he gasped. ‘The whole cupboard’s full of great, wriggling fish.’

      It was at this moment that Miss Croot appeared in full fig as the Fairy Queen, and began to recite:

      
        
          
             

            ‘Now, dear parents, you shall see

            What your girls and boys can be…’

          

        

      

      A somewhat shamefaced procession of large silver fish appeared from the cupboard and began wriggling about on their tails.

      ‘Oh dear,’ said Miss Croot, taken aback. ‘This wasn’t what I —’

      ‘D.T.s,’ moaned Mr Armitage. ‘I’ve got D.T.s.’ Then his gaze became fixed on Miss Croot in her regalia, and he roared at her:

      ‘Did you do this, woman? Then out of my house you go, neck and crop.’

      ‘Mr Armitage!’ exclaimed Miss Croot, drawing herself up, stiff with rage, and she would certainly have turned him into a toad, had not an interruption come from the little Shepherds, who danced round them in a ring, chanting:

      ‘Tee hee, it was us, it was us! Sucks to the Armitages!’

      Luckily, at that moment, the clock struck twelve, the fish changed back into human form, and by a rapid circulation of fruit-cup, cherry ciderette, and the rescued parcels, Mrs Armitage was able to avert disaster.

      ‘Well, dear friends, I shall say goodbye to you now,’ fluted Miss Croot, after ten minutes or so.

      ‘Thank goodness,’ muttered Mr Armitage.

      ‘I’m off to my new post in Siam, but I shall often think with regret of the little charges left behind, and I hope, dears, that you will all keep up the accomplishments that you have learned from me.’ (‘They’d better not,’ growled her host.) ‘And that you, pets,’ (here she bent a severe look on the little Shepherds) ‘will learn some better manners. Au revoir to all, and joyeux noël.’

      At these words, the carpet beneath her feet suddenly rose and floated out of the window.

      ‘My carpet!’ cried Mr Armitage. ‘My beautiful Persian carpet!’

      But then they saw that the (admittedly worn) Persian carpet had been replaced by a priceless Aubusson, which, unlike Miss Croot’s other gifts, did not vanish away at midnight.

      All the same, it took Mr Armitage a long time to get used to it. He hated new furniture.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              DOLLS’ HOUSE TO LET, MOD. CON.
            

          

        

      

      The family were at breakfast when the front-door bell rang, and Harriet went to see who it was.

      ‘It’s old Mrs Perrow,’ she said returning. ‘She says can she speak to you, Mother?’

      ‘Oh dear,’ said Mrs Armitage sadly. ‘What can she want?’

      She left her bacon and went into the front hall. The rest of the family watched the bacon sympathetically as it gradually went cold on her plate while they listened to a shrill stream of complaints going on and on, punctuated occasionally by a soothing murmur from Mrs Armitage.

      ‘Wretched woman,’ said Mr Armitage crossly. ‘She must be telling all her family troubles back to Adam, by the sound of it. Mark, put your mother’s plate in the hot-cupboard.’

      Mark had just done this when his mother came back looking indignant.

      ‘It really is too bad, poor things,’ she said sitting down. ‘That miserable Mr Beezeley has turned them out of Rose Cottage on some flimsy excuse – the real reason is that he wants to do it up and let it to a rich American. So the Perrows have nowhere to live.’

      ‘What an old scoundrel,’ exclaimed Mr Armitage. ‘All the same, I don’t see that there’s much we can do about it.’

      ‘I said they could live in our loft till they found somewhere else.’

      ‘You did what?’

      ‘Said they could live in the loft. I don’t know if they’ll be able to climb in, though. Children, you’d better go and see if you can rig up a ladder for them.’

      Mark and Harriet ran off, leaving their father to fume and simmer while his wife placidly went on with her breakfast.

      The loft was over the kitchen, but it was approached from outside, by a door over the kitchen window. Harriet and Mark used it as a playroom and always climbed up by means of the toolshed roof, but grown-ups used a ladder when they entered it.

      ‘Will the Perrows be able to use the ladder?’ said Harriet doubtfully. ‘The rungs are rather far apart.’

      ‘No, I’ve had a better idea – Father’s new trellis. We’ll take a length of that. It’s still all stacked by the back door.’

      The trellis was ideal for the job, being made of strong metal criss-crossed in two-inch squares. They leaned a section over the kitchen window, fastened the top securely with staples to the doorsill of the loft, and jammed the bottom firmly with stones.

      ‘That should take their weight,’ said Mark. ‘After all, they’re not heavy. Here they come.’

      The Perrow family were peculiar in that none of them was more than six inches high. Ernie Perrow and his wife were cousins and lived with his old mother and their nine children. There had always been some Perrows in the village, but no one knew exactly why they were so small. There were various theories about it. Some people thought that a Perrow ancestor had been frightened by Stevenson’s Rocket when he was young, and had never grown any more. Others said that it was a curse laid on the family by someone who had suffered from their bad temper, or that the Perrows always gave their children juniper wine instead of milk to keep them small.

      Whatever the cause of their small size, they were very proud of it, and seldom married outside the family. They were a hard-working, self-respecting clan, rather dour and surly, earning their living mostly by rat-catching, chimney-sweeping, drain-clearing, and other occupations in which their smallness was useful. The women did marvellous embroidery.

      They had always owned Rose Cottage, portioning it off, one or two rooms to each family. But Ernie’s father, old Mrs Perrow’s husband, had been a waster and had been obliged to sell the cottage to Farmer Beezeley’s father, who had let him stay on in it and pay rent. The present Beezeley was not so accommodating, and had been trying to get them out for a long time.

      Harriet and Mark watched with interest as the Perrows made their way up the path to the loft. Lily and Ernie were each pushing barrows loaded with household belongings, and a trail of minute children followed, some of them only an inch or so high. Harriet began to wonder how the children would manage to climb up the trellis, but they scrambled up like monkeys, while Ernie was rigging a pulley to take the furniture. At the end of the procession came old Mrs Perrow carrying a bluebottle in a cage and keeping up a shrill incessant grumble.

      ‘What I mean to say, fine place to expect us to live, I’m sure. Full of cobwebs, no chimney – where’s Lily going to put her oil stove? We shall all be stunk out with paraffin.’

      Harriet was enraptured with the oil stove, which the resourceful Ernie had made out of biscuit tins and medicine glasses. She rushed off to call her father to come and see it. Unfortunately he arrived just as the stove, dangling at the end of the rope, swung inward and cracked a pane of the kitchen window. Mr Armitage growled and retired again. He decided to soothe himself by watering his tomatoes, but had only just begun when he was startled by tiny but piercing shrieks; he found a small Perrow in a pram the size of an eggshell (and in fact made from one) in the shade of one of his tomato plants. He had just copiously sprinkled it with Liquifert. He hurried off in a rage, tripped over a long line of washing which had been strung between two hollyhocks, and had to replace twenty nappies the size of postage stamps fastened with clothes-pegs made from split matches bound with fuse wire.

      He strode indoors to find his wife.

      ‘This arrangement won’t do,’ he thundered. ‘I’ll go and see that miserable Beezeley myself. I cannot have my garden used in this manner. I’m sure to tread on one of those children sooner or later.’

      Mrs Armitage ruefully looked at a little Perrow sobbing over the fragments of a doll’s tea-set made from corn husks which she had trodden on before she saw it.

      ‘They do seem to spread,’ she agreed.

      They heard frantic yells from the garden and saw two more children slide down from a cloche and run off, pursued by Ernie with a hairbrush.

      ‘You touch any of these things and I’ll tan you,’ he shouted.

      ‘It’s no use, though,’ Mrs Armitage said. ‘Ernie and Lily do their best, but they can’t be in nine places at once.’

      Her husband clapped on his hat and rushed off to Beezeley’s farm. He met Mr Beezeley himself, just outside the gate of Rose Cottage.

      ‘Now look here, Beezeley,’ he shouted. ‘What right have you to turn those Perrows out of Rose Cottage? They paid their rent, didn’t they? You can’t do things like that.’

      ‘Oh yes, I can, Mr Armitage,’ Beezeley replied smoothly. ‘Rose Cottage belongs to me, and it’s supposed to be an agricultural labourer’s cottage intended for men working on my farm. Perrow never did a hand’s turn for me. He was all over the village.’

      ‘Indeed,’ said Mr Armitage dangerously, ‘and who is the agricultural labourer that you have put in, may I ask?’

      He turned to look at a huge Packard which stood outside the gate of Rose Cottage.

      ‘Here he comes now,’ replied Mr Beezeley agreeably. ‘Meet my new farm worker, Mr Dunk R. Spoggin.’

      ‘Well, well!’ said that gentleman, strolling towards them. He wore a silk checked shirt, diamond tiepin, and red and white saddle shoes. ‘I sure am pleased to meet another new neighbour. Quaint little rural spot you live in here, Mr Er. I aim to wake it up a little.’

      ‘Mr Spoggin is going to work on my farm for a year,’ explained Mr Beezeley. ‘He has invented a new all-purpose agricultural machine which he wishes to try out, and my farm is going to be the testing ground. You can see them putting it up over there.’

      Indeed, a small army of men in blue jeans were putting together something the size of a factory on the big meadow behind Beezeley’s farm.

      ‘It ploughs, harrows, sows, manures, hoes, applies artificial heat, sprinkles with D.D.T., reaps, threshes, and grinds,’ Mr Spoggin informed them. ‘It raises a crop in three days and has it harvested and out of the way in another three. Three days later, the field is ready for a second crop. We should get sixty crops off that field of yours, Mr Beezeley, in the course of the next year.’

      Mr Armitage looked incredulous. Dunk R. Spoggin drew himself up.

      ‘You don’t believe me, eh? Let me tell you I am the Dunk R. Spoggin, maker of the Spoggin Combine, the Spoggin Diesel Dam Dredger, the Spoggin Potato Clamper, the Spoggin Gloucester Old Spot Scratcher, and the Spoggin Gilt-Edged Pig Palace. I could buy out Henry Ford any time, if I wanted to. Have a cigar.’ He held out a two-foot one.

      Mr Armitage accepted, and turned to find that Mr Beezeley had strolled away to inspect the new machine.

      ‘Won’t you find it rather confined in Rose Cottage? Surely it is smaller than the sort of thing you are used to?’ he asked.

      Mr Spoggin smiled expansively.

      ‘Why no, I just love your quaint little old houses. This one is genuine Tooder, I understand. Mr Beezeley wanted to lease it to me, but I said straight out, “No, Mr Beezeley, I am a buying man. I’ll give you twenty thousand for it, take it or leave it.”’

      ‘Twenty thousand pounds?’

      ‘Pounds, yes, sir.’
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