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“What’s that terrible stink?”said Sharkadder. “Smells like dead skunk.”



“It is,” said Pongwiffy cheerfully. “It’s tonight’s supper. My specialty. You’ll love it. Skunk stew. I’ll just give it a stir,” and she took a large ladle and poked at the heaving goo in the cauldron.“Oh,” said Sharkadder, wishing she’d stayed at home. “Skunk stew. Really?”

“I knew you’d be pleased,” said Pongwiffy. “Now, tell me truthfully. How do you like the cave? It’s a little damp, I know, and perhaps a bit small, but it was very cheap. Of course, it’s a nuisance being in Goblin Territory, but I can’t afford anything better at the moment. What do you think of it?”

“It’s a dump,” said Sharkadder. “It’s a smelly little slum. It’s not fit to live in. It’s squalid and yucky. It’s the worst cave I’ve ever been in. It suits you.”

“It does, doesn’t it?” agreed Pongwiffy, pleased. “I feel it’s me. It’s a pity about the Goblins, though. I’ll tell you about them later. Now then. How much stew for you, Sharky?”

“Er—about half a teaspoon,” said Sharkadder hastily . . .







CHAPTER ONE

ENTERTAINING


“Witch Sharkadder! My old friend!” cried Witch Pongwiffy, opening the front boulder with her very best welcoming smile firmly fixed in place.“What a lovely surprise. Welcome to my humble cave. My, you do look nice. Is that a new hairdo, or have you had some sort of terrible shock, ha ha? Just my little joke. Come in, come in. Let me take your hat.”

She seized the tall hat, gave it a respectful little brush and waited until Sharkadder’s back was turned before booting it into a dark corner.

“It’s hardly a surprise if you knew I was coming,” remarked Sharkadder coldly, advancing into the cave. “I know you want to be my friendagain, Pongwiffy, but I’m not at all sure I want to be yours. Do stop putting it on.”

There was no doubt that Pongwiffy was being revoltingly smarmy—but it was for good reason. You see, she and Sharkadder were usually best friends, but they had recently had one of their quarrels, and Pongwiffy was anxious to make amends.

“Oh, you’re not still thinking about that silly old quarrel are you? Come on, Sharky, let bygones be bygones. Have a look at my new cave. I only moved in last week. You’re my first guest.”

Sharkadder stared around distastefully.

Pongwiffy’s cave wasn’t a pleasant sight. It had shocking damp problems for a start. Slimy green moss grew on the walls, and the floor was a seat of muddy puddles. The broken-down furniture wasn’t so much arranged as thrown in any old how. Thick black steam belched from the horrible looking slop which bubbled and glopped in the cauldron.

“Well, sit down, Sharky, make yourself at home,” fussed Pongwiffy, removing Sharkadder’s cloak and dropping it into a slimy pool.

“There’s nowhere to sit,” observed Sharkadder truthfully.

“You’ll have to use that cardboard box. Ihaven’t sorted the chairs out yet. That’s the trouble when you’ve just moved in. It takes ages to get organized, doesn’t it?”

“You’ve never been organized,” said Sharkadder. “What’s that terrible stink? Smells like dead skunk.”

“It is,” said Pongwiffy cheerfully. “It’s tonight’s supper. My specialty. You’ll love it. Skunk stew. I’ll just give it a stir,” and she took a large ladle and poked at the heaving goo in the cauldron.

“Oh,” said Sharkadder, wishing she’d stayed at home. “Skunk stew. Really?”

“I knew you’d be pleased,” said Pongwiffy. “Now, tell me truthfully. How do you like the cave? It’s a little damp, I know, and perhaps a bit small, but it was very cheap. Of course, it’s a nuisance being in Goblin Territory, but I can’t afford anything better at the moment. What do you think of it?”

“It’s a dump,” said Sharkadder. “It’s a smelly little slum. It’s not fit to live in. It’s squalid and yucky. It’s the worst cave I’ve ever been in. It suits you.”

“It does, doesn’t it?” agreed Pongwiffy, pleased. “I feel it’s me. It’s a pity about the Goblins, though. I’ll tell you about them later. Now then. How much stew for you, Sharky?”

“Er—about half a teaspoon,” said Sharkadderhastily. “I had a huge lunch. And I think I’ve got a touch of tummy trouble. And I’m slimming.”

“Nonsense,” said Pongwiffy, relentlessly approaching with a huge, greasy plateful. “Get that down you. You don’t need to slim. You’re beautifully thin. You could model rags with that figure. And that’s a lovely perfume you’re wearing. Don’t tell me—let me guess. Night In a Fish Factory, right? And I dosolike the new hairstyle. It really suits you. Brings out the beakiness of your nose.”

“It does, doesn’t it?” agreed Sharkadder, finally coming around after such an onslaught of flattery. She scrabbled in her bag, took out a small, cracked hand mirror and examined the frazzled mess with satisfaction.

“I’ve got some new hair rollers,” she explained. “Little hedgehogs. You warm them up. Not too much, or they get bad tempered and nip. Just enough to send them to sleep. Then you wind the hair around, and wait for them to cool. And it comes out all curly, like this.”

“Beautiful,” nodded Pongwiffy through a mouthful-of stew. “You always look so nice, Sharky. I don’t know how you do it.”

“Yes, well I do try to take care of myself,” agreed Sharkadder, tossing her tangles and applying sickly green lipstick. “You’d look a lotbetter yourself if you washed once in a while. And changed that disgusting old cardigan.”

“What’s wrong with my cardigan?” asked Pongwiffy, clutching the offending garment to her bony chest.

“What’s right with it? It’s got holes. It’s got no buttons. You’ve spilled so many droppings down it, you can hardly see the pattern. It looks like it’s been knitted with congealed egg. Want me to go on?”

“No,” muttered Pongwiffy sulkily.

But it was true. Pongwiffy’s sense of personal hygiene left a lot to be desired.

“As for those flies that buzz around you all day long, it’s time you swatted them,” added Sharkadder, enjoying herself.

“Swat Buzz and Dave? Never!” declared Pongwiffy, aghast at the idea. She was fond of herflies. They circled around her hat, shared her food, and slept on her pillow at night.

“Look, let’s not talk about flies and cardigans. You’ll never change me, Sharky. I like the way I am. Try some stew. I made it specially.”

“I can’t. I haven’t got a spoon,” hedged Sharkadder.

“What on earth do you need a spoon for? Slurp it from the plate, like I’m doing,” said Pongwiffy, demonstrating.

“No, I want a spoon,” insisted Sharkadder.

Pongwiffy sighed and went to the sink. Sharkadder watched her crawl under the table, duck under the cobwebs, heave a heavy wardrobe to one side and kick a dozen cardboard boxes out of the way.

“I don’t know how you bear it,” said Sharkadder with a shudder. “Don’t you ever tidy up?”

“Nope,” said Pongwiffy truthfully, retracing her route with the spoon.

Sharkadder eyed it with a critical frown. “It’s dirty,” she observed. “What’s all this crusty stuff?”

“Last week’s skunk stew,” explained Pongwiffy. “No point in washing it, seeing as we’re having the same. Now, what was I going to tell you? Oh yes. My new neighbors. You see . . .”

“I want a clean spoon,” interrupted Sharkadder.

The strain of being a polite hostess was suddenly more than Pongwiffy could bear.

“Honestly!” she shouted. “You’re such a fusspot sometimes. I go to all the trouble of inviting you for supper, and all you do is . . .”

Just at that moment, there came an interruption. There was an ear-splitting crash, and the walls shook. The Goblins in the cave next door had arrived home. You should know quite a bit about the Goblins Next Door, because they feature rather a lot in this story.

The Goblins Next Door consisted of a whole Gaggle. A Gaggle? That’s seven Goblins. Thesewere called Plugugly, Stinkwort, Eyesore, Slopbucket, Sproggit, Hog and Lardo. They moved in a week ago, about the same time as Pongwiffy, and they had already caused her no end of aggravation.

This seems a good time to tell you a little about Goblins in general. Then you can decide for yourselfwhether or not you would care to live next door to them.

The most important thing you should know about Goblins is this: they are very, very,verystupid. Take the business of their hunting night— Tuesdays. That’s when they hunt. It’s Traditional. Whatever the weather, every Tuesday they all troop out regardless and spend from dusk till midnight crashing about the woods hoping to catch something. They never do. It’s common knowledge that the Goblins are out on Tuesdays, so everyone with any sense stays safely indoors and has an early night.

The Goblins are always surprised to find the woods deserted—but they’d never think of changing their hunting night to, say, Thursdays, thus catching everyone unawares. That’s how stupid they are. Of course, you could forgive them their stupidity if they weren’t so generally all around horrible.

After the futile hunt, Goblins always have a party. The party is always a flop, because there’s never anything to eat, and invariably ends with a big fight. Goblins like fighting. It goes with their stupidity, and the Tuesday night punchup has now developed into a Goblin Tradition. It’s a silly one—but then, all their Traditions aresilly. Here are a few more, just to give you the idea:

Painting Their Traps Bright Red; Bellowing Loud Hunting Songs While Walking on Tiptoe; Stomping Around in Broad Daylight with Faces Smeared with Soot so they won’t be noticed; Wearing Bobbly Hats, even in a heat wave, To Stop The Brains Freezing Up; Cutting the Traditional Hole in the Bottom of the Hunting Bag, so that whatever goes in immediately falls out again. Right, that’s enough about Goblins in general. Let’s now get back to the Gaggle in the cave next door to Pongwiffy.

All Goblins are great music lovers, and Pongwiffy’s new neighbors were no exception. They kept her up to all hours, playing ghastly Goblin music at very high volume. Now, Goblin music sounds rather like a combination of nails scraping on blackboards, burglar alarms, and dustbin lids blowing down the road, so you see what she had to put up with.

It was most unfortunate, then, that the Gaggle next door chose the very night that Pongwiffy was entertaining Sharkadder to supper to hold their Official Cave Warming Party.

Just take a look at the following:


7 Goblins make a Gaggle

3 Gaggles make a Brood

2 Broods make a Tribe



1 Tribe makes life unbearable.



The Gaggle next door had invited no less thantwo entire Tribesto their cave warming—and that, if you can’t work it out for yourself, is eighty-four Goblins! They all arrived at the same time, singing. Can you imagine?





A hundred squabblin’ Goblins,



     Hobblin’ in a line,

One got stuck in a bog, me boys,

Then there were ninety-nine . . .



they howled joyfully, pouring into the cave. Next door, Sharkadder leaped from her cardboard box, sending the plate of Skunk stew crashing to the floor.“My new neighbors,” explained Pongwiffy, scooping the spilled stew onto her own plate. “I’ll eat this if you don’t want it.”



Ninety-nine squabblin’ Goblins,



     Hobblin’ out to skate,

One went under the ice, me boys,

Then there were ninety-eight . . .


warbled the Goblins relentlessly, stomping around in their hobnail boots and beating their warty heads against the wall. Asmall avalanche of stones rained down on Sharkadder’s new hairdo. A large spreading crack indicated that the ceiling was about to fall in.“Stop them! Stop them making that dreadful noise!” howled Sharkadder, trying in vain to protect her curls.


Ninety-eight squabblin’ Goblins,



     Hobblin’ down to Devon,

One got chased by a bull, me boys,

Then there were ninety-seven . . .




droned on the song, and Pongwiffy’s favorite poison plant keeled over and died on the spot.Then the ceilingdidfall in. There was a groaning, grinding noise, and down it came with a huge crash, burying both Pongwiffy and Sharkadder under several tons of rubble. Luckily, they’re Witches—and Witches are tough.

“Sharky? Where are you? Are you all right?” called Pongwiffy, crawling out from under a large slab of granite and peering through the murk at the fallen boulders littering the floor. There was a moment’s silence. Then, the overturned cauldron gave a heave, and Sharkadder emerged, shaking with fury and covered from head to foot in Skunk stew.

“Oh dear,” said Pongwiffy. “Sorry about that.”

“I’m never speaking to you again, Pongwiffy!” hissed Sharkadder, and ran weeping from the cave.


Ninety-four squabblin’ Goblins,

Hobblin’ out to tea . . .


Pongwiffy picked her way through the rubble and staggered out, gasping for air. She was just in time to see Sharkadder mount her Broomstick, which was saddled outside, and zoom off, splattering the treetops with Skunk stew and screaming shocking curses. Pongwiffy’s own Broom was propped where she had left it, fast asleep as usual.


One got choked by a crumb, me boys,

Then there were ninety-three . . .


Pongwiffy marched up to the Goblins’ front door, which was, to be exact, their front boulder and rapped sharply.

There was a sudden pause, followed by muffled mutters of: “Fink dat’s Uncle Slobbergum?” “No, he’s already here.” “Where?” “In de soup. He just fell in it.” “See who it is, Stinkwart.” “Where’s Plugugly? Answering the boulder’s his job . . .” and so on.

Finally the boulder rolled back, and Pongwiffy found herself staring into the repulsive, lumpy countenance of Plugugly, the biggest Goblin.

“Yer?” he growled, scratching unpleasantly and glaring at Pongwiffy with small, red, piggy eyes.

“How many more? How many more verses to that wretched song?” demanded Pongwiffy in a shrill voice.

“Derrrrrr . . .” Plugugly thought deeply, his brow creased in concentration. Maths wasn’t his strong point.

“Wait dere,” he said, and vanished to confer with the others inside. Pongwiffy tapped her foot impatiently while the whispered arguments went on, and grimly fingered the Wand which hung on a dirty string around her neck. Eventually Plugugly returned.

“Ninety-two,” he said. “Yer.”

“Over my dead body,” Pongwiffy said.

“If you like,” Plugugly said, leering.

“Do you realize,” snapped Pongwiffy in her firmest, no-nonsense voice. “Do you realize that you have brought my ceiling down? You’ve quite ruined my supper party. You’ve upset my stew, not to mention my best friend. I haven’t slept a wink for days—not since you moved in. Every night I have to listen to your caterwauling. There’s a limit to my patience. Who d’you think you are anyway?”

“Goblins,” said Plugugly with the confidence that comes from having the body of a bolster topped with a face like an old, squeezed tea bag.“Goblins. Dat’s what we is. And we does what we likes.”

“Oh you do, do you? And suppose I put a spell on you, andbanish you from this cave?” Pongwiffy produced this ace from her sleeve with an air of triumph.

“Derrrrrr . . . wait dere,” ordered Plugugly, and retreated inside again. Pongwiffy waited. After a few moments, he returned.

“You better come in,” he said. “Yer.”

It was grim and gloomy in the Goblin cave. The air was thick with dense smoke curling from the torches jammed into crevices in the walls. There was an overpowering smell of Goblin, which threatened to overwhelm even Pongwiffy’s own personal odor—and that’s not easy, as you would know if you ever stood downwind of her. Holding her nose, she peered around.

One hundred and sixty-eight small, red, piggy eyes peered right back at her. Everywhere shelooked, there were Goblins. They sneered from the shadows, scoffed in the corners and gibbered and jeered in the gloom.

Some wore the Traditional Goblin Uniform, which is baggy trousers held up with braces, and, of course, the time-honored bobbly hat. Others wore stolen leather jackets dripping with chains and studs. These were members of an outlaw Goblin brood from a grotto high in the Misty Mountains. They called themselves the Grottys, and would dearly have liked to own motorbikes. So far, however, they only possessed one rusty tricycle between them which they took turns falling off.

There were lizardlike, scaly Goblins, grossly fat Goblins, hairy Goblins, bald Goblins, drooling Goblins, scraggy little weasly ones with long noses, tall spindly ones with short noses, and Goblins with humps, lumps, and bumps in the most surprising places. All of them wore huge boots, all had small red piggy eyes, and all looked and smelt as though they had crawled out of a blocked-up drain.

“Roight, boys!” said Plugugly. “Bit of ’ush if youplease.Our neighbor wants a word. Yer.”

The Goblins sniggered and nudged each other.

“Yes,” said Pongwiffy severely. “I do. I’m gettingvery tired of you lot. In fact, I’m not putting up with another minute of it. You’ve brought my ceiling down. My best friend’s not speaking to me and my hot water bottle’s punctured. It’s a disgrace. In fact, I’m seriously thinking of casting a Spell of Banishment on you. What do you say to that, eh?”

To her surprise, none of the Goblins looked the least bit worried. In fact, several of them tittered. One evenyawned.

“So I’m warning you now,” continued Pongwiffy uneasily. “Any more noise, and that’s it. Whoosh, gone, the pack of you.”

“Let’s see yer do it,” croaked Slopbucket, sidling closer.

“Her her her. Yer, let’s see yer do it!” was the general cry.

“I will!” threatened Pongwiffy. “I will, too. Unless you promise to remove your boots and whisper from now on. Do you?”

“NO!” came the howled chorus. “NO! NO! NO!” And they cheered and began a slow hand clap as Pongwiffy seized her Wand and held it aloft.

Now, that was very odd, for a Witch’s Wand is guaranteed to put fear into the heart of any Goblin. Brutes, bullies and thorough-going peststhat they are, they have one disadvantage, apart from being stupid. They Can’t Work Magic.

Pongwiffy gave her wand a little shake to make sure it was working. Green sparks crackled at the tip and it began to hum. All was well.

“Here I go! One Banishing Spell coming up!” And she began the chant.


Blow you winds with all your might,

Blow these Goblins from my sight,

Where you blow them I don’t care,

’Long as they’re not here, but there!


Nothing happened. The Goblins nudged each other, grinning. Pongwiffy frowned at her Wand and tried again.

Still nothing. Then she became aware of wheezing chortles and horrible strangled snorting noises. TheGoblins were laughing!

They fell about, digging each other in the ribs and hooting with mirth.

“I don’t understand it,” mumbled Pongwiffy, staring aghast at her Wand, which had ceased to spark, or even hum,and had a knot in it!“It’s always worked before . . .”

“It’s quite simple, really,” explained Plugugly, mopping his streaming eyes. “It’s like this, yer see.We bin banished already! To this ’ere cave. So you’re stuck wiv us. Har har har!”

“What?”

“True as I’m standin’ ’ere, ain’t it, boys? It were a Wizard what done it. At our lass place. ’E comes complainin’ about the noise, see, just like you. We gives ’im a bit o’ lip, see, an’ in the end ’e declares us a—what were it again?”

“Public Nuisance!” roared the Goblins with great pride.

“Yer, dat’s it. Public Nuisance. So ’e gives us the boot ’n banishes us ’ere. An’ ’ere we gorra stay. Fer ever.So your feeble ole spells won’t work!”Which was true. Wizard Magic is strong stuff, and not easily undone.

“Her her her,” wheezed Plugugly, shoulders heaving. “Worra laugh ain’t it, eh?”

“No,” snapped Pongwiffy coldly. “It isn’t.”

“Tell yer what, though,” continued Plugugly. “We can come to a—wassit called again?”

“Compromise?” said Pongwiffy hopefully.

“Yer, dassit. Compromise. You don’t come around ’ere again complainin’, and we won’t smash yer place up. ’Ows that sound? Reesnubbo?”

It didn’t sound reasonable at all. Pongwiffy glared into his grinning, stupid face and debated whether to punch him on the nose or move out the next day.

She moved out the next day.





CHAPTER TWO

HOUSE HUNTING


“It’s very kind of you to put me up, Sharky,” said Pongwiffy to Sharkadder one week later. They were in the kitchen of Sharkadder’s small cottage in Witchway Wood at the time.“That’s all right, Pong,” lied Sharkadder with fingers crossed behind her back. She had, of course, forgiven Pongwiffy for the disastrous supper party. After all, it hadn’t been her fault, as Sharkadder had to admit when Pongwiffy had groveled long enough.

However, there was a limit to friendship. Pongwiffy had been sleeping in Sharkadder’s spare room for over a week now, and was showing no signs of moving out. Sharkadder was a house-proud Witch, as Witches go, and Pongwiffy was a Witch of Dirty Habits.

They were sitting at the breakfast table. Sharkadder, who was slimming, had made do with a glass of fresh newt juice. Pongwiffy, who wasn’t, had worked her way through two plates of lice crispies, three griffin eggs, a pile of toast with jellyfish jam and thirteen cups of hot bogwater. She had also finished the trifle from the night before.

“I suppose I’ll have to start looking for a place of my own one day,” said Pongwiffy, licking the trifle plate clean.

“Oh, really? What a pity,” said Sharkadder insincerely. “I’ll just go and get the paper, then. We’ll see if there’s anything suitable.” And without even bothering to put on her lipstick, she ran out the door with what Pongwiffy considered to be indecent haste.

Pongwiffy finished up Sharkadder’s newt juice and went to the cupboard to raid the biscuit tin, keeping a close eye on Dead Eye Dudley. Dudley was Sharkadder’s Familiar—a huge, battered black tomcat with one yellow eye, a crooked tail and a very,verybad temper.

Rumor had it that Dudley spent one of his nine lives as ship’s cat on a pirate ship. This would account for the eyepatch he wore, and his habit of growling strange, piratical sayings. Everybody was terrified of Dudley, except Sharkadder who loved him dearly. Right now he was asleep on the hearth rug, claws flexing as he dreamed of chasing rats in the hold and wailing sea chanties under a tropical moon.

Pongwiffy hastily crammed the last three mustard creams into her mouth and wondered whether Sharkadder would notice if she cut herself a piece ofthat delicious looking fungus sponge hidden on the top shelf. Before she could decide, she heard Sharkadder’s footsteps hurrying down the path. Hastily she scuttled back to the table and repositioned herself, humming a casual little hum.

In came Sharkadder with theDaily Miracleunder her arm. She glanced disapprovingly at the pool of spilled bogwater, crumbs, broken eggshells and other assorted droppings at Pongwiffy’s feet, and signaled to her Broom. It leaped to attention and briskly proceeded to sweep the mess under the rug, giving Pongwiffy’s ankles several sharp raps in the process.

Pongwiffy’s own Broom came hurrying up to join in. This cleaning business was quite a novelty. Normally, it never did a thing between flights except sleep. Pongwiffy briskly kicked it back into the corner. If there was one thing that annoyed her, it was a domesticated Broom.

Sharkadder tutted and opened the windows to let in some fresh air. Fond as she was of her friend, there was no denying that Pongwiffy’s odor tended to get a bit overpowering at times. She cleared a space in the breakfast debris and spread out the newspaper, running a finger down theFOR SALEcolumn.

“Now then, let’s see. Here’s one:Igloo. North Pole. Apply Yeti, Greenland.”

“Too far,” said Pongwiffy firmly. “Too cold.”

“Hm. All right, what about this?Pretty little cottage with roses around door. All clean and spanky shiny. Lovely views.”

“Yuck. Sounds awful,” shuddered Pongwiffy.

“Here’s another one, then:Cave. Goblin territory. No ceiling. Otherwise perfect.”

“That’s where I’ve just come from! No thanks.”

“Well, that’s all there is today. Oh, wait a minute, this sounds interesting. Listen:Tree house for sale. Own landing platform. Ideal for high flying witches. Every mod. con.”

“What’s that mean?”

“Really, don’t you know anything? Modern Contraptions, of course,” said Sharkadder, who was a bit of a know-all at times. “It sounds ideal,”she continued. “We’ll go and take a look right away.”

“What—now?” bleated Pongwiffy, eyeing the toaster sadly.

“Certainly. We must strike while the iron is hot,” replied Sharkadder, and bustled away to put on her lipstick.

By the time Pongwiffy had exchanged her filthy old dressing gown for her filthy old cardigan and chased the spiders from her hat, the iron had cooled considerably—but they went anyway.

“I don’t like it,” muttered Pongwiffy, eyeing the distant tree house doubtfully.

It looked very high up indeed, and Pongwiffy is one of those Witches who can only stand heights ifthere’s a Broomstick clamped firmly between her knees.

“Nonsense. You can’t even see it from down here,” said Sharkadder.

“That’s what I mean. It’s too high. I wish I had my Broom.” Pongwiffy hadn’t been able to persuade her Broom to come. It had become friendly with Sharkadder’s, and wanted to stay behind and help sweep up. When Pongwiffy argued, it merely swept away and returned with a copy of the Coven Rule Book, pointing a bristle at the rule which said, “Daytime flying on Broomsticks is strictly forbidden.”

“Well, you haven’t, and that’s that,” snapped Sharkadder. She was beginning to suspect that Pongwiffy had no intention of leaving—ever. Which was true. Pongwiffy enjoyed the breakfasts too much. “You’ll just have to climb the rope ladder, same as anyone else,” she added.

“Can I borrow your Wand?” asked Pongwiffy hopefully. Hers was still in a state of trauma after trying, unsuccessfully, to cancel out Wizard Magic.

“Certainly not!” Sharkadder was shocked at the request. Wands are not to be used lightly. Serious Magic is what they are intended for, and planting lazy Witches in treetops could not be considered as Serious. Besides, they weren’tsupposed to borrow Wands. It was against The Rules, like daytime flying of Broomsticks.

“You go first, then,” said Pongwiffy.

“No,” said Sharkadder, who didn’t like the look of the rope ladder either. “No, I’ll spoil my makeup. I’ll stay down here and catch you if you fall.”

“Thanks very much,” Pongwiffy snapped, nastily.

“Not at all,” snapped back Sharkadder, even more nastily, and made a note to break friends as soon as Pongwiffy was settled.

Swallowing hard, Pongwiffy caught hold of the flimsy ladder, and set her foot on the bottom rung. It swayed alarmingly.

“What’s the matter? Scared?” jeered Sharkadder, seeing her hesitate.

“Who, me? Certainly not,” said Pongwiffy, and started up the lower rungs at a bold run.

She had only scrambled some ten feet when she began to slow down. She already sensed that she was unnaturally high. The air felt colder already. A chilly gust of wind blew up her cardigan, and she gripped the thin ropes more firmly.

“How much farther?” she called down, not liking to look up.

“Lots,” came Sharkadder’s voice from below.She sounded shockingly far away. “Keep going, you’ve hardly started!”

Pongwiffy gulped and forced herself to move on up. Her knees scraped on the tree trunk as she climbed, bits of moss and tree bark fell in her eyes and her cardigan kept getting hooked up on the smaller branches.

A fat wood pigeon flew past her head, staring in puzzlement before flying away. Pongwiffy risked a glance up. The tree house seemed even farther away now than it did from the ground.

“Hurry up!” called Sharkadder. “I can’t wait all day, I’ve got important things to do!”

Her voice rang with a worrying new echo. Pongwiffy looked down, and trembled at what she saw.

Sharkadder had turned into a midget. From this angle, her body had disappeared, and only her small, upturned white face with the slash of green lipstick could be seen.

Pongwiffy’s hat fell off, and she stifled a squawk as she watched it drop dizzyingly through space. Her arms ached, her stomachchurned, and she felt sure she was catching a cold. The wind blew stronger, and a hoarse cooing filled the air. The wood pigeon had returned with a gang of friends in order to watch her ordeal. They settled on the outlying branches of the tree and watched with keen interest as Pongwiffy hoisted herself still higher.

“Mustn’t look down. Mustn’t look down,” Pongwiffy mumbled through dry lips as the wind dragged at her rags. The tree, which looked so stout from the ground, suddenly felt very unstable, as though it might topple over at any minute.

“Yoo-hoo! Pong!” Sharkadder’s voice floated up. It might be important. Perhaps she was trying to warn Pongwiffy of some hazard she hadn’t yet seen. Unwillingly, Pongwiffy looked down.

“I’ve got your hat, Pong! It’s quite safe!” called Sharkadder, waving it merrily. Pongwiffy nearly wept.

“You’re nearly there now. Keep going!”

Pongwiffy was now so high that it was hard tomake out Sharkadder’s words. Sniveling, she dragged herself up a few more rungs while the posse of wood pigeons sniggered unsympathetically. One of them took off, hovered just above her head and dropped something rather unkind on her shoulder. The rest thought that was hysterically funny. The only one who wasn’t laughing was Pongwiffy.

All too aware that she was running out of steam, she looked up. To her relief, Sharkadder was right. She had nearly gained the top rung. The sturdy tree house platform was only another few feet away. Desperately, she clawed at the ropes. One step . . . two steps . . . three . . . nearly there . . . almost . . . another rung . . .

“BOO!” said a voice. Inches away was the grinning face of a small green Tree Demon. It wascrouched on all fours, looking down over the platform edge. In its hand was a sharp knife. Pongwiffy very,verynearly let go with the shock— but not quite.

“What d’you want, Witch?” hissed the Tree Demon, waving the knife.

“A rest,” said Pongwiffy.

“Not a chance. Not in my house. I don’t like Witches.”

“What do you mean,yourhouse? This isn’tyourhouse. It’s for sale.”

“Not anymore it ain’t. Bought it this morning. Paid a deposit. Early Tree Demon gets the worm, eh? Now, if you’d just move your hand a bit . . .”

And so saying, the Tree Demon took its sharp knife and cut through the rope ladder.

There was silence over the breakfast table the following morning. Sharkadder was daintily sipping her newt juice and picking at a plateful of scrambled ant eggs. Pongwiffy had her right arm in a sling and was staring gloomily at the stale crust which had been set before her. The standard of breakfast was definitely declining.There was no doubt about it—she had out-stayed her welcome. Sullenness hung in the airlike a cloud. Dead Eye Dudley was sitting with his back to everybody, and even the Brooms were sulking. Pongwiffy had lectured hers at great length about its refusal to leave the house the previous day, never mind The Rules—who was the boss around here anyway—and Sharkadder’s had come out in sympathy. At length, Pongwiffy broke the silence. Somebody had to.

“Are we going to look at any more houses today, then?”

Sharkadder shrugged. “You are. I’m not.Hourswe wasted at the Witch doctor’s yesterday. All for a little bruise on your elbow. You made me late back for Dudley’s tea.”

“Oh dear! Did I? Did Ireally? What about you, then? You almost had me killed! Call yourself a friend.”

“What are you complaining about? I saved you, didn’t I?”

“Yes, when I was about two inches from the ground!”

“I keep telling you, I only remembered the spell at the last minute. Wish I hadn’t remembered it at all now. Here.” Sharkadder threw theDaily Miracleat Pongwiffy. “Look for yourself. I’m tired of doing all the work.”

Pongwiffy, without looking, declared that shedidn’t like the sound of any of them. Sharkadder pointed out that beggars couldn’t be choosers. Pongwiffy said that her arm still hurt and she couldn’t be bothered. Sharkadder remarked that she had better be bothered.

“Because,” she said spitefully. “Because you’re not staying with me any longer.”

Pongwiffy scowled. Things were heading for a crisis. She picked at her piece of dry bread and hummed mournfully to herself. Sharkadder finished her breakfast in silence, cleared away, painted her face, put on her hat and went out shopping. When she came back, Pongwiffy was slumped in the same position, looking forlorn and pulling threads from her sling.

Sharkadder cooked lunch and ate the lot in full view of Pongwiffy, who looked even sadder. Finally, Sharkadder could bear it no longer.

“All right!” she screamed. “All right! I’ll come with you, just this once! Anything to get rid of you. But I claim the right to break friends first thing tomorrow morning. And that’s when you go, Pongwiffy, whether you’ve found a house or not. Agreed?”

“Agreed,” said Pongwiffy sniffily. “Never liked you much anyway.”

• • •

What an awful day they had. They tried every single place that theDaily Miraclehad to offer. They saw warrens, lairs and holes in the ground. They trailed through caverns, caves and cowsheds. They inspected a log cabin, a caravan and even a wigwam. They trooped tiredly around sheds, shacks and shantys. None of them, for one reason or another, was quite right. In desperation, Pongwiffy even agreed to look over the pretty little cottage with the lovely views. It was every bit as charming as the advertisement said it was. Pongwiffy loathed it.The moon was beginning to rise as they wended their way to Sharkadder’s place. They were quarreling loudly.

“I’ve never known such a fusspot,” Sharkadder yelled.

“Well, I’m sorry, but I didn’t like any of them,” Pongwiffy yelled back.

“Well, just don’t blame me when you’re homeless tomorrow.”

“Certainly I shall blame you. How you could throw out a homeless friend with a bad arm I just don’t know.”

“I’m not throwing a friend out. I’m throwingyouout.”

“I thought we weren’t breaking friends till tomorrow,” muttered Pongwiffy.

“That’s when I’m throwing you out!”

“How you could throw out a homeless friend with a bad arm I just don’t know . . .”

And so on.

Suddenly, Pongwiffy stopped and sniffed. Sharkadder went marching on in a very bad temper indeed.

“Just a minute, Sharky,” hissed Pongwiffy,nose twitching. “That smell! That beautiful smell. What is it?”

“Smells like a rubbish dump,” answered Sharkadder, trying not to breathe too deeply.

“That’s it! That’s exactly what it is! I was brought up on one of those, you know. Oooh, that smell . . . reminds me of my childhood. Do you think we could take a little look?”

“What, NOW?”

“Please, Sharky. It would mean so much to me. Ah, please.”

“Oh—bother! Comeonthen, if you must,” begrudged Sharkadder.

Together they followed their noses to the source of the smell. It wasn’t far away.

“What a sight!” whispered Pongwiffy, awestruck. “A rubbish dump under the moon. Brings tears to the eyes.”

“Hmm. Very nice.” Sharkadder was fidgeting, wanting to get back home to Dudley.

“What’s that over there?” Pongwiffy pointed. “There, look. No,there,idiot. Behind that pile of old mattresses. Left of the broken pram. Near the rusty cooker. Surely you can see. Look, over by the cat food tins. Right of that old carpet! There, see it?There!”

Sharkadder squinted. “What, that? You mean that broken-down old hovel?”

But Pongwiffy was off, running like the wind, as fast as her bent old legs would carry her. When Sharkadder caught her up, she was standing in the doorway of the broken-down old hovel.

The door was open—or, to be exact, it was lying among the weeds in a sea of flaking paint, having finally parted company with its rusty hinges. Broken windows sagged in their frames, and the roof was full of holes. A dreadful smell of damp and decay wafted from the dark interior. Pongwiffy was inhaling the stench, eyes closed in ecstacy.

“Whatareyou playing at, Pong?” snapped Sharkadder crossly. “What’s so special about an empty, smelly old hovel?”

Pongwiffy’s eyes opened and she smiled and blinked as though coming around from a trance.

“Sharky,” she said, with a happy grin. “Sharky, my old friend. This is it. The end of the line. I’ve found it. Welcome to my new home.”







CHAPTER THREE



THE OVER-FAMILIAR FAMILIAR


“Well? How are you settling in?” asked Sharkadder a few days later. Pongwiffy had popped in to borrow Sharkadder’s spare cauldron. Her own, of course, was dented beyond repair. She was hanging around in the hope that Sharkadder might offer some breakfast.“Wonderfully,” said Pongwiffy. “I’ve nearly finished. I managed to rescue lots of stuff from the cave. It’s lucky my Wand’s better. I’d never have been able to lift all those boulders by myself. Of course, I didn’t bother with some of it. It helps being next to the rubbish dump. I found all my furniture there, you know.”

Strangely enough, although she tried to speak cheerfully, she sounded a bit glum.

“I hope you’ve cleaned it up a bit,” remarked Sharkadder, who was sitting at a cracked mirror, gently warming her set of hedgehog hair rollers over a candle. Lipsticks and little bottles of nail varnish in hideous shades littered the table.

“Clean it? Whatever for? It’s just perfect the way it is,” said Pongwiffy. “Why don’t you come and see this afternoon?”

“Too busy,” said Sharkadder. “Dudley and I are working on a new spell.”

“Oh,” said Pongwiffy, disappointed. “Oh. Another time, then.” And she gave a little sigh.

“What’s the matter, Pong?” asked Sharkadder, seeing her friend’s crestfallen face. “I thought you loved your new hovel.”

“Oh, I do, I do. It’s just . . . well, to be honest, Sharky, I’m feeling a bit lonely. It’s very quiet at the rubbish dump. I haven’t seen a soul in the last three days.”
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