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To my amazing brother Charlie


With all my love


SG
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NO FIBS FROM PHIBBS


The Best Deals On Four Wheels


So read the sign over Podgy Bottom’s car showroom. The owner, Preston Phibbs, was proudly polishing a red 1957 Ford Thunderbird convertible when a giant silhouette of a man with broad shoulders and a hat struck the showroom floor.


Preston Phibbs felt a strange chill run down his spine.


‘Hello,’ he called out. ‘Hello there, can I help you?’


The silhouette fell across the car’s cream soft-top.


From nowhere came a voice with a bad American accent. ‘Gee, getta load of those wheels – black and white with silver hubcaps.’


‘Yes, quite,’ replied Preston Phibbs, nervously twiddling his moustache. He still couldn’t make out where the voice was coming from.


‘Those hooded headlights are hot,’ it said. ‘This baby’s got the best chrome smile I’ve ever seen.’


Preston Phibbs still couldn’t see who was talking. He nearly jumped out of his skin when he felt a presence behind him.
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He looked round to find a man who was dressed like a gangster from an old black-and-white movie. His fedora hat was pulled over dark glasses to meet a large bow tie, so that apart from a rather red nose, his face was hidden from view. His double-breasted suit was so padded at the shoulders that the man appeared almost square in shape. On his feet he wore very pointed black-and-white two-tone shoes.


‘We are about to close,’ said Preston Phibbs.


‘Then I’m just in time. I’m gonna take that car home with me,’ said the man, pointing at the Ford Thunderbird convertible.


Preston Phibbs had worked long enough as a car salesman to know that it was a mistake to judge a man by an ill-fitting gangster suit.


‘This car, sir, is one of the finest examples of its kind and costs eighty-five thousand pounds.’


‘I don’t do zeros,’ said the man.


‘Oh, very witty, sir,’ said Preston Phibbs. He smiled. Of course. Hallowe’en was just over a week away and there was to be a Hallowe’en Ball at the Red Lion Hotel. That’s why the chap was dressed as a gangster. He must belong to one of the acts. ‘Are you anything to do with the bash at the Red Lion Hotel this Hallowe’en?’


‘Bash? Yep, I’m always ready for one of those,’ said the man, as he walked round the car, stopping to cup his hands and stare through the window at the red steering wheel. As he bent forward, Preston Phibbs saw, to his alarm, something bulky under his jacket. ‘It’s swell. I wannit,’ said the man.


‘I’m afraid I’m about to close,’ repeated Preston Phibbs. He fiddled with his mobile phone. This customer was beginning to worry him.


‘Let’s just settle this right now,’ said the man, and took out of his pocket not a cheque book or a credit card, but a matchbox.


‘We are closing,’ said Preston Phibbs, feeling somewhat hot under the collar. ‘Why don’t you come back tomorrow morning, sir?’
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‘I don’t do tomorrows. I do the HERE and the NOW; said the man. He pulled a huge plastic water pistol from under his double-breasted jacket.


Preston Phibbs laughed heartily in relief.


‘That’ll go down well at the Hallowe’en Ball. You must be one of the star acts that I’ve read about. A magician maybe?’ he said.


‘You could say that,’ said the man, and fired the water pistol at the Thunderbird.


‘Oh, no. Spare me the waterworks,’ said Preston Phibbs. ‘I’ve just polished …’


But before he could say another word, the red 1957 Ford Thunderbird convertible began to shrink. Speechless, Preston Phibbs watched as the solution to his cash-flow problems became smaller and smaller, until it was so small that the man picked it up and put it in the matchbox.


By the time Preston Phibbs had recovered from the shock of what had just happened, all he could see of the man was his huge shadow disappearing out of the showroom door.


With shaky fingers, he called Podgy Bottom Police Station. Sergeant Litton answered the phone.


‘One of my cars has been shrunk – no, I mean one of my cars has been stolen,’ cried Preston Phibbs. ‘Shrunk. Stolen.’


This wasn’t the first odd call that Sergeant Litton had received that day. In the morning, a man had been taken to Podgy Bottom Hospital’s A&E swearing that he had seen his Rolls Royce shrunk to matchbox size. That afternoon, a woman had phoned from the local branch of Slugbury’s supermarket to say she had witnessed the same thing happen to her four-wheel drive.


Sergeant Litton arrived at Preston Phibbs’s showroom at about half past five. The car salesman’s face was whiter than an ice rink.


‘What do I do now?’ he said. ‘That car was going to solve my money problems.’


‘Tell me in your own words what happened,’ said the sergeant.


‘My red 1957 Ford Thunderbird convertible shrank before my eyes,’ wailed the car salesman.


He was interrupted by the showroom jingle, which was timed to sing out on the hour, every hour.


No fibs


From Phibbs.


The Best Deals


On Four Wheels.


‘Eighty-five thousand pounds of prime car gone. Shrunk to the size of a matchbox.’


‘Are you sure, sir?’ said Sergeant Litton.


‘Yes!’ shouted Preston Phibbs. ‘Yes – and for once I am telling the truth.’




[image: img]


Wings & Co’s shop had been built, as you most probably know, on four long iron legs. At the bottom of the legs were three griffin’s talons with steel claws, which meant that the shop, if it felt like it, could dig itself out of its foundations and walk to a different part of the world. And that is exactly how Fidget the cat, Emily Vole, and Buster Ignatius Spicer – plus the magic lamp, the keys and Doughnut the dog, of course – had all found themselves that summer in Puddliepool-on-Sea.


Having solved the mystery of the vanishing of the giant, Billy Buckle, and reunited him with his daughter, the detectives decided they deserved a well-earned rest. Or, as Fidget put it, a holiday.


Emily Vole had never had one of those before.


‘What will we do on this holiday?’ asked Emily.


Fidget was standing at the shop door wearing a straw hat, a cream linen suit and canvas shoes. In other words, every centimetre of his one hundred and eighty-three was looking very dapper.


‘We will,’ he said, ‘build sandcastles, fly kites, eat fish and chips, go crabbing, paddle in the sea, ride donkeys, eat candy-floss and that’s just for starters, my little ducks. Did I mention fish and chips?’


It didn’t take long for Emily to find out that this holiday business was really very enjoyable. She had almost forgotten they were supposed to be running a detective agency.


Buster, who since a previous experience in the desert hadn’t been that keen on sand, took a shine to it. He discovered he could build almost anything, mixed with the right amount of sea water. He built the Taj Mahal and won the sandcastle competition. A local reporter came to interview him and asked if he had copied it from a picture. Buster loved ‘pat on the head’ questions.


‘Oh, it was nothing really,’ he said. ‘I suppose it helps if you saw the original being built.’


The reporter smiled. She liked children with imagination.


‘And when was that?’ she asked.


‘1632, when the emperor lost his wife. It was a very sad time all round,’ said Buster.


The reporter left that bit out. All that appeared in the paper was a picture of Buster with the Taj Mahal sandcastle.


The magic lamp was the only one who wouldn’t go down to the beach. The keys had enjoyed running round and rolling in the sand, but the lamp had decided that sea water and metal didn’t mix. The lamp’s appearance on the TV show The Me Moment had given it a taste of fame and it felt it had a duty to keep its complexion rust-free. If it was to take its theatrical career further, it needed to be in tip-top condition, so while everyone else was enjoying the seaside the magic lamp set off to the local gym.


As with all holidays, the wind finally changed.


Emily became aware that the weather was a little colder and that the summer was packing up shop. The children had long since gone back to school, the beach was deserted, the donkeys had returned to their winter quarters, and the ice-cream sellers were closing down their kiosks. It was the end of the season.


One evening, when they arrived home, Fidget sniffed the air and twitched his whiskers before closing the shop door behind them.


‘Jelly me an eel,’ he said. ‘I think, my little ducks, tonight we’ll be moving.’


Now, the idea of the shop having legs and being able to move whenever the wind changed had always worried Emily. In fact, it was her worst nightmare that the shop might up sticks and leave without her. What would she do if she was left all alone? This thought took the sunshine out of the day and she went upstairs to the sitting room while Fidget made tea. She looked out of the window across the road to the beach and a tear rolled down her cheek. She hated things ending.


Emily hadn’t noticed Buster sprawled on the sofa. Quickly she dried her eyes. He would only make fun of her if he saw her crying.


Without sitting up, Buster said, ‘It’s a hatbox thing.’


‘What do you mean?’ asked Emily.


‘You were left as a baby in a hatbox at Stansted Airport and deep inside your head you think it will happen again. But it won’t,’ said Buster.


‘How do you know for sure?’


‘Simple,’ said Buster. ‘I haven’t been eleven for a hundred years not to know a thing or two. You are the Keeper of the Keys. You inherited Wings & Co. There is no way the shop would leave you stranded. Don’t you understand? It would be lost without you. So I wouldn’t worry.’


‘Thanks,’ said Emily, brightening.


That teatime the magic lamp walked into the kitchen carrying a holdall. Instead of its curly-toed slippers, it had trainers on its feet and round its lid was a sweatband. The lamp was followed by the keys who – if ironmongery can weep – were weeping.
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‘I am staying here in Puddliepool-on-Sea,’ said the magic lamp. ‘I’ve explained to Cyril and he is being brave.’


Cyril was the only key not weeping.


‘Hold that haddock,’ said Fidget. ‘What’s going on?’


‘I have been offered the role I was born to play – the magic lamp in Aladdin! It’s my dream come true.’


Emily said, ‘But that means …’


‘It means my career is taking off,’ said the magic lamp. ‘I don’t like goodbyes, but goodbye it is.’


‘Well, peel me a prawn,’ said Fidget.


‘Good riddance,’ muttered Buster.


‘Oh dear,’ said Emily.


‘Sweet mistress, forgive me for deserting you, but the bright lights are calling.’


They all trooped up to the shop door and waved goodbye as the magic lamp walked off into the sunset.


‘I’ll be at the Mermaid Hotel,’ it called.


That evening, everyone was a little sad and went to bed early. They were a family, and now one of them had decided to leave, it felt wrong.


Emily wondered how the magic lamp would find them again, if it ever wanted to. She did her best to stay awake, to see for herself the moment when the old shop found its legs but, as with so many magic moments, Emily was fast asleep when it happened.


Next morning they woke to find they were back in Podgy Bottom in the same alley as before, as if they had never been gone. Yet the shop felt a lot quieter, the keys seemed upset, and everyone – even Buster – agreed that they missed the magic lamp.


Buster was flicking through the Podgy Bottom Evening Star when he saw the headline. It read:


MATCHBOX MYSTERIES – WHO SHRUNK THE CARS?


‘This,’ said Buster, as he read the article, ‘has all the signs of fairy mischief.’


How quickly holidays fade, thought Emily. All that happened in Puddliepool-on-Sea belonged to another world. She sighed. Perhaps the magic lamp would send a postcard.
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On the outskirts of Podgy Bottom by the riverbank stood a red-brick Victorian factory. It was one of those tall buildings that had seen grander days, but as time had moved on, became more and more forgotten.


Ben Salisbury was a young businessman. He had rented the old building and started a small business called Scarycrow. It made realistic monsters and other strange electronic toys, all designed by him. The company was doing well; his toys were in great demand. With Hallowe’en round the corner, Ben was often to be found working late at the factory on his latest creation, Scary Chicken Legs.


When you put them on, they made you walk like a chicken. They were to be launched as part of Scarycrow’s marketing campaign at the Hallowe’en Ball at the Red Lion Hotel.


It was while he was trying out his new invention that Ben first spied a huge purple rabbit sitting in the middle of the factory floor. As far as Ben could remember, he hadn’t invented a big purple rabbit. And he certainly hadn’t designed a creature that could eat a lettuce sandwich. So where had it come from? Ben had never seen such a big rabbit. It was enormous – the size of a large dog – and it had the strangest eyes. They spun round in its head and made Ben feel quite giddy.
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He closed his own eyes then looked again. The rabbit had vanished. Ben put the worrying vision down to stress and thought nothing more of it. The next time he saw the rabbit, it was standing on a chair examining one of the electronic chicken legs, but the moment Ben tried to catch it, the rabbit escaped.
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He asked Jenny from Sales if any of his employees at Scarycrow had seen a purple rabbit. She thought not, though, she added, someone had been taking her lettuce sandwiches.


Ben switched on his computer and typed ‘Big Purple Rabbit+Podgy Bottom’ into the search engine. He didn’t imagine for a moment there would be any results but, bingo, there it was: Purple Rabbit Attacks Farmer. Ben clicked on it. In the village of Bosford, not far from Podgy Bottom, a farmer, Mr Montgomery, aged sixty-three, had been beaten up by a purple rabbit.


‘That rabbit had a mighty strong punch,’ Mr Montgomery had said. ‘I have never been frightened of a rabbit before in my life.’ There was a picture of Mr Montgomery covered in bandages. ‘I was chased from my own field by that purple rabbit.’


Ben studied the blurry colour photo that the farmer had taken on his mobile phone. Out of focus or in focus, that was the same blooming rabbit that he had seen in his factory. Ben printed out the photo and pinned it on his corkboard.


That evening, he was again working late on the Scary Chicken Legs. They weren’t running as smoothly as he would have liked. The movement was still too jerky.


Just as he thought he had corrected the problem he heard an icy voice say, ‘Those are my legs. I want them back.’


Ben looked around and there behind him was the purple rabbit standing on its hind legs.


Ben was flabbergasted. The rabbit had spoken – and spoken very threateningly. He was just thinking that he’d never been threatened by a rabbit before when the rabbit jumped into the air and came straight for him. The punch from that paw was enough to send Ben and the Scary Chicken Legs flying across the factory floor. He landed with a terrible thud and remembered nothing else.


He woke to find his chicken legs gone and two men staring down at him, both wearing balaclavas, one with a pom-pom on top.
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‘Help – call the police,’ said Ben. ‘I’ve been robbed …’


‘No you haven’t. Not yet,’ said the man with the pom-pom on top of his balaclava. ‘But you are about to be.’


They lifted poor, dazed Ben onto a chair and tied him up. He watched, helpless, as they blew open the safe and took all the petty cash, and went about grabbing as many toys as they could.


After they’d left, Ben spent the rest of the night desperately trying to wiggle free. It was hopeless. The burglars had tied him up good and proper.


He sat there for what felt like a very long time indeed. He thought he saw all sorts of things in the shadows, including a huge rabbit. It appeared to be strapping on the Scary Chicken Legs. It stood up and towered above him before walking away. Ben noted that the movement was a little smoother than before.


Jenny from Sales arrived next morning to hear her boss calling for help. The safe door had been blown open and all the toys were gone. She freed Ben and phoned the police. Sergeant Litton arrived shortly afterwards. He could see that Ben wasn’t well. Jenny phoned Ben’s friend, Derek Lowe, a landscape gardener, who came to take him home.


‘He keeps saying a purple rabbit stole his chicken legs,’ Sergeant Litton said. ‘Rabbits, as everyone knows, don’t come in purple.’


‘I’m not bonkers,’ said Ben to Derek, as they were driving down Podgy Bottom High Street. ‘I did see a purple talking rabbit.’


‘Seems to me,’ said Derek, ‘you need the help of fairy detectives.’


‘Do you know any?’ asked Ben.
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Fidget had a fur ball in his throat. He’d had it ever since they’d come back to Podgy Bottom, which meant, simply, that something wasn’t right. Call it animal instinct. Some fairy mischief was afoot, of that he was certain. He had smelled it in the wind before they’d left the seaside and now the smell was even stronger.


Buster thought it might be connected to the car shrinking he’d seen in the paper. He vaguely remembered the case of the Emperor’s New Coach, back in 1837. The coach had shrunk, leaving the emperor in an embarrassing situation. Or something like that.


But Fidget felt there was more to this than shrinking cars. Whatever it was, it was beginning to make his fur itch. He couldn’t put a paw on the problem until the morning Ben Salisbury walked into Wings & Co.
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