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The
Moonlight


I’m not really quite sure how it began, but I remember walking out into the moonlight across the frozen snow. That was quite strange for a start; children don’t usually take forest walks alone at night, with the moon floating like a fat balloon over the spruce trees. But it wasn’t the only strange thing about this particular night.


Just as I’d passed the big pond where Dad and I used to lie on our stomachs searching for tadpoles, I suddenly caught sight of a boggart. This wouldn’t have been so odd if he’d come stealing out from amongst the trees, for example, but that wasn’t the way he made his entrance.


I was sitting on the snow puzzling about something I’d forgotten. All of a sudden, the boggart appeared out of thin air, as if he’d slipped out of somewhere else and into the forest where I was sitting. Apart from the red boggart cap, which all boggarts have, his clothes were green. He was a bit smaller than me – though he was well and truly grown-up.
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‘Well, well,’ he said at last when he was as plain as the trees around us. As he spoke, he pulled one of his arms out of the other side of thin air.


‘Well, well,’ he repeated emphatically.


What a funny way to start a conversation, I thought. Saying ‘well, well’ means that all you’ve got to say is that you want the other person to speak.


‘Well, well, what?’ I asked timidly.


He looked up at me, narrowing his eyes as if he wasn’t quite at home in the moonlight.


‘So, you’re taking a stroll,’ he said.


But that wasn’t much of a comment either. We could both see that I was taking a stroll, because we were standing in the snow by the Newt Pond.


I felt like saying no just to trick him. Instead I said: It looks like we both are.’


I thought it a perfectly good answer, but he didn’t.


‘I’m not parading about in the moonlight wearing nothing but my nightclothes,’ he said.


At that I gazed down at my pale blue pyjamas, which were covered with pictures of cars and motorbikes. I hadn’t realised they were all I was wearing, and I felt like creeping away to hide. But it’s not so easy to hide from a boggart who’s just caught you red-handed.


‘They’re very comfortable in all weathers,’ I said in as grown-up a tone as I could manage. ‘And if you think wearing nightclothes is strange, I think being a boggart is even stranger.’
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But he was pointing up at me again. He had obviously made up his mind to win this tussle.


The funniest thing of all is that you’re walking barefoot in the snow. You must be very poor indeed if you can’t afford a pair of slippers.’


I was forced to look down at my legs again, and now I was even more embarrassed than I’d been over my pyjamas. I discovered my feet were completely naked, and also that my toes felt very cold. How nice a warm duvet would be, I thought, but it was such a stupid idea I didn’t dare mention it. You can’t go dragging a duvet about in the middle of the forest, even if there’s a full moon and the snow is frozen.


‘My mum and dad are very rich,’ I retorted. ‘For a start, we’ve got a big house with a terrace and deck chairs. If they wanted to, they could buy thousands of pairs of slippers, but they say it’s healthy to walk about without shoes on, and sometimes they call me a little prince.’


This last piece of information made an impression on him.


‘And what might the prince’s name be?’ he asked after making a deep bow.


‘My name is Gregory Peggory,’ I replied with dignity. This wasn’t strictly true, but I could hardly say my name was Gregory Green, or he’d never believe I was a real prince.
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‘Most interesting,’ he observed. ‘You see, I’ve read in an old book that princes like you are extremely fond of pancakes and strawberry jam, and it just so happens I’ve made a whole load of pancakes. As for strawberries, well, I’ve got more than enough of those in the garden.’


I didn’t believe a word of it. When grown-ups want to create an impression, they always boast about things like making pancakes. I looked down at the snow, thinking it wasn’t the right time of year for strawberries. But I didn’t dare contradict him, because I knew that boggarts are much wiser than children.


If it hadn’t been for his red boggart cap and all the wrinkles on his face, I’d have taken him for a child. Now I noticed that he was a teeny bit melancholy too, though his eyes were as blue as two huge blueberries.


‘Would you like to try them?’ he asked.


‘Your blueberries?’ I said in alarm.


At that he just stood there shaking his head.


‘I invite a lone nocturnal wanderer to freshly made pancakes and strawberry jam,’ he said. ‘I do this, even though he’s tripping about in the cold snow without any shoes. And how does this little Peggory prince repay me? He starts asking for blueberries instead. It’s that sort of thing that’s turned us forest boggarts into a very unhappy race. You said it yourself just a moment ago. I’m a teeny bit melancholy, you said.’


I had to think back hard about whether I’d said anything of the sort, I only recalled thinking it, and that’s not quite the same thing.


‘We’re debating a very simple problem, really,’ the boggart went on. ‘Do you want to eat pancakes and strawberry jam from my own garden, or would you rather wander about in semi-darkness? Because pancakes and strawberry jam are what’s on the menu.’


It was exactly like listening to Dad. He was always asking what was on the menu. I’d always imagined that the menu was another word for stove, because that was where the food was, but no stove was visible out there in the moonlight.


‘But you haven’t got a stove,’ I said.


He stood there dumbfounded. Then he began to dig inside his ears with his fingers.


‘I beg your pardon, Prince Peggory, there must be something in my ears, because I didn’t quite catch what you said.’


‘You haven’t got a stove,’ I repeated.


‘You don’t go lugging a great stove around each time you go out to take a peep at the moon,’ he said.


Now it was my turn to reach for my ears, I had to see whether they were still there or had dropped off. Luckily they were as firmly in place as my nose.


My feet were getting colder and colder.


‘There’s a bit of a draught here, I’m afraid,’ said the boggart. ‘It’s hardly surprising. The whole forest is wide open.’


When he said wide open, it made me think of fierce animal jaws and I felt a bit scared in case a wolf or a lion should suddenly appear. I began to feel worried about what we might end up discussing if we stood there talking any more. So I said:


‘I’d really like some pancakes and strawberry jam, if they’re still on the menu.’


At that he gave a grin and licked his lips a couple of times, once on each side of his mouth.


‘That was a mature decision,’ he said, ‘and particularly apt as I’ve a houseful of ripe wild strawberries.’


Neither his house nor the strawberries could be seen. All I could make out was the moonlight on the trees and the crusted snow.


Where is the house with the strawberries?’ I asked warily.


‘It’s in the middle of summer,’ he said. And that’s just round the corner. But you can’t go there in just your nightclothes.’


He’d hardly finished speaking when I suddenly found myself clad in different clothes. I was wearing green silk trousers and a silk shirt that was as red as a strawberry.


I was absolutely astounded at this, but pretended not to notice.


‘You must take my hand, Gregory Peggory,’ he said.


I realised I didn’t know his name, and Mum had told me I wasn’t to let strange people take me to their homes. I was sure this applied to strange boggarts as well.


‘What’s your name?’ I asked.


He flourished one arm and bowed very gallantly.


[image: image]


‘I’m just called Umpin.’


He took my hand, and we walked straight out of the winter scene. When we came out on the other side, it was a hot summer’s day. We were in exactly the same spot holding hands by the Newt Pond. But now the sun was shining.
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Pancakes


What shall we do first?’ asked Umpin the boggart. ‘Shall we catch newts first and then have pancakes and strawberry jam, or eat pancakes and strawberry jam first and then catch tadpoles?’


I didn’t think that was enough choice: I wanted to have pancakes first and then catch newts afterwards.


‘We must eat up the pancakes before someone comes along and takes them off the menu,’ I said.


He looked up at me, perplexed.


‘I won’t have any niggling,’ he said. ‘It’s the only thing we boggarts can’t bear. We generally bend over backwards for real Peggory princes, but my great-grandfather once bent over backwards so far that he went snap.’


I stared down at him without saying a word.


‘Be careful now,’ he said, ‘on one occasion my great-grandmother was so surprised at hearing some strange words that her eyes popped out. For years and years they rolled about all over the forest. That’s why there are so many blueberries here, and why boggarts don’t have pancakes with blueberry jam. But that’s enough, now we must be getting a move on. My little house is in this direction.’


We began making our way into the forest. Soon we arrived at the stoutest tree I’d ever seen. Though very broad, it was a lot shorter than the surrounding trees. By and by I realised that it was just a trunk or a root. All around the thick bole grew millions of wild strawberries.


I assumed this was Umpin’s house and that all the wild strawberries were his garden, but I wasn’t completely sure until he opened a door in the tree-trunk.


Welcome to my house, Gregory Peggory!’ Umpin said grandly.


We went in, and I found myself in the smallest house I’d seen since the last time I’d got inside my cousin Flora’s dolls’ house. Flora lived way down south. It looked so like her dolls’ house that at first I was a bit worried in case the boggart had been to Flora’s during the night and stolen all her dolls’ things while she was asleep. But Flora’s house was miles away and it took hours to drive there, and I didn’t think boggarts drove cars. So it was obviously just that it bore a strong resemblance.
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