Tales From Heidegger Wood





By Philip Neptune





Chapter 1    The Dream Of A Thwom  





Midge Moffet poked his furry black snout out of a hole in the ground and sneezed. He squinted at the dark bare oaks at the heart of Heidegger Wood with his large brown eyes, then sniffed the air 


and vanished back into the basketball size hole in the ground. 


Somewhere near an owl hooted. Big dandelion clocks of snow swirled 


down through the overhead cage of branches. On an oak the moon 


sat, her red dress ruffling in the wind. She was putting her 


lipstick on and smearing it all over the sky and over the boughs 


of the oak and making a terrible mess of everything. Then there 


was some shuffling and grunting and Midge reappeared, 


straightening his dreadlocks with his rainbow colour comb before 


pulling the hood of his duffel coat up into a point.


  Midge was a thwom, and thwoms are the rarest animals in the 


world - rarer even than Siberian tigers - and the oldest animals 


in the world - older even than elephants and whales - and some 


say, the wisest of all the wise creatures that have ever lived. 


Midge snuffled the air then planted his webbed feet firmly and 


waddled off through the path that curves and bends past the oaks 


and elms and ashes and beech which lie at the heart of Heidegger 


Wood.


  Then the moon spotted him and jumped out of her tree and ran 


alongside and did a quick twirl: "Do you like my dress, Midge?"


  "I like red," he said. "Red is my absolute favourite colour." 


And he took a few sniffles of the white flaky things in the air 


and snapped at them and sneezed again and looked very perplexed.


  "You know it's winter, don't you, Midge?" said the moon. "I 


thought thwoms hibernated all winter and visited children in their 


sleep."


  They do. Thwoms often visit children. They're as warm as a hot 


water bottle, only much furrier and cuddlier, of course, and much 


more affectionate - and the only disadvantage of sleeping with a 


thwom is that they sniffle a lot and can keep you awake with 


stories which they love telling - and sometimes, quite by 


accident, when you're fast asleep, you'll suddenly feel something 


cold on your cheek and you'll wake with a start only to find a 


black snout in your ear and a lot of snoring noises - because 


thwoms are terribly restless sleepers and spend the night turning 


and can't stay still for a minute. And though you'll think it's a 


dream you'll know if you've ever been visited in your sleep by a 


thwom because the next day you'll wake up incredibly happy and 


everything you ever wanted will come true.


  "I had a dream," said Midge, as he waddled down the path, "I 


think -"


  The moon took out a skipping rope and started to dance: "One 


potato, two potato - "


  "I think I'm going on a wander," he said.


  "A wander?" said the moon, and she stopped. 


  A wander is the most important thing to happen to a thwom. Once 


in a lifetime every thwom leaves Heidegger wood for an adventure 


in the big world. Sometimes they never return. But the most 


amazing things happen to them and if they get back safely they 


spend the rest of their lives by campfires at night recounting the 


events and filling the young thwoms with a longing for adventure.


"I'm going to watch the building of the Pyramids," said Midge, 


remembering a story by his great, great grandfather.


  "I think they've finished that, now" said the moon, "quite some 


time ago. And things have started to move a lot faster and you'd 


better watch out for - "


  Suddenly there was a little tinkling noise like hundreds of tiny 


jangling bells and the moon looked at the gold pendant watch 


around her neck. "I've got to be going, Midge," she said. "They 


want me to peep out between some raggedy clouds. You don't think 


I'm overdressed, do you? Would white be better?" And she did 


another twirl.


  "Red is very beautiful," said Midge and the moon skipped off.


  "Oh," she said, poking her head back around an oak by a bend in 


the path. "Be careful, Midge. I'll keep an eye on you when I can."


And she vanished. 


  The bumpy windy path seemed much darker now but there's nothing 


at all to be afraid of in Heidegger Wood and Midge shuffled and 


stumbled along in his big warm duffel coat, occasionally snapping 


the air and poking out his pink tongue to taste the strange little 


petals that were falling everywhere. "Somebody must be shaking 


apple blossom," he thought and looked up into the sky. Suddenly he 


jumped up with a quick prickly shock in his foot, grabbed a webbed 


toe, hopped on one leg then collided with an oak and fell on his 


bottom. 


  "Who's that?" said a sleepy voice from the undergrowth. Midge 


peered back at a strange mound of gold and yellow and orange and 


black that might have been a dozing tiger, but in fact, was a 


heap of leaves. Two dark hazelnut colour eyes squeezed open out of 


it: "Midge - is that you?"


  Then he recognised a long black snout and some very sharp spikes 


that could have been a tangle of bracken, but wasn't. It was Gordon


the Hedgehog. "I'm going on my wander," said Midge, picking 


himself up.


  Gordon looked at his alarm clock - a blue one with two bells on 


top and a single finger pointing at December. "Oh" he said, "be 


careful, won't you?" And he yawned and went back to sleep.


  Midge brushed himself down and continued on the dark windy path 


that runs through Heidegger Wood. He watched the little white 


flakes parachuting onto his duffel coat to make crystal patterns 


then vanish in a few moments and leave a little wet patch on his 


hand or cheek like a kiss. Maybe they were stars that had fallen 


in love with the Earth.


  His hands were growing tingly and icy and his feet were getting 


frozen because they weren't used to the cold winter ground and he 


was walking towards Isis - the great roaring river that bounds 


Heidegger Wood and has kept it from the rest of the world since 


the beginning of time - and everyone knew that there was no way 


across. There was no bridge and no boat that could negotiate its 


swirling waters and it was too wide to jump because it was a 


hundred feet in breadth. But sometimes, in the summer, Midge would 


hide behind an oak and peer across to the far bank where humans 


would come down for picnics - and he would watch the children 


playing and long to join in. And often, last summer, late at 


night, he would come right to the edge of Heidegger Wood where 


Isis chatters and splashes - and there, all alone, he would stare 


at the cluster of glittering lights from a city beyond, sparkling 


like a mound of jewels. There was no way across. Yet tonight he 


had had such a strange dream -


  "Oy!" A loud voice was suddenly booming at him. "Who goes 


there?" Then, from the gatekeepers lodge, Terry Brock, the badger


came waddling up. "Midge, my boy - you look frozen. What are you 


doing out? Come in. On a night like this. Come in. Watch the step. 


That's it. Mrs Brock, look who's here! Get your coat off Midge. 


We'll soon have you warm. That's it - in front of the fire. Mrs 


Brock!" Then he disappeared into the kitchen.


  Midge was standing in a big round room that had been burrowed 


out of the earth and smelled of stewing rhubarb and ginger. He 


was warming his hands in front of a roaring fire with a kettle 


hanging over it. A huge polished table stood in the centre of the 


room and on the walls were rows of old leather bound books and a 


computer with a rocking chair drawn up to it, used by Professor 


Grandfather Brock to probe the mysteries of time. Some people even 


said he had discovered time's mystery, because often he would 


stand in a room amongst people - yet as if half belonging to 


another world.


  "Is everyone alright?" said the Great Professor Grandfather 


Brock, appearing suddenly through the door, without his teeth in, 


and wearing a striped white nightgown and squinting through a pair 


of round wire rimmed spectacles which he was trying to ledge on 


the end of his nose.


  Then Mrs Brock bustled into the room in her apron carrying a mug 


of warm soup and some freshly baked rolls and some of her special 


home-made rhubarb and damson jam tarts which she knew Midge loved 


because, when she baked them in the summer, he would always hang 


around the kitchen so he could be the first person to have a taste 


and tell her if there was enough syrup or sugar. "Drink the soup, 


first," she said, noticing Midge's hand making for the tarts, 


"then you can have the rhubarb tarts." She looked at him intently: 


"Now, no-one's hurt, are they, Midge?"


  Midge shook his head as he chewed a roll. "Nnfff." he managed to 


say. 


  "That's alright, then," said Mrs. Brock. "Terry, you can go out 


and check that none of the little ones have been caught by the 


weather. We can sort this out, now. And be sure to look by 


Heidegger Pool. It can be treacherous in these temperatures."


  "Well, bye, my boy," said Terry, putting on his furry black and 


white overcoat, "We'll have a chat later."


  Politely, when he left, Mrs. Brock pretended to tend the fire 


and tidy up while Professor Grandfather Brock stood in the middle 


of the room scratching his beard. When Midge had finished she sat 


down beside him. "Now, Midge, what's this about?"    


  Midge felt rather embarrassed. He'd just eaten her delicious 


rhubarb and damson jam tarts and he hadn't really got a good 


reason to be out making everyone worried."


  "I had," he said. "I had - " Mrs Brock picked up his hand and 


clasped it gently. "A dream."


  "A dream?" said Professor Grandfather Brock. And he stopped 


stroking his beard.


  "Go on, Midge," said Mrs Brock.


  "I dreamt that I could - " He looked into Mrs Brock's eyes, 


which were dark and wise, "that I could walk on water."


  The professor looked at Mrs Brock. "He's too young. Annie, the 


boy's too young."


  "You're sure that's your dream?" said Mrs Brock.


  Midge nodded his head.


  "Then that's it. That's the dream, Midge, that all thwoms have 


before they go on their wander." She got up and rummaged in a 


cupboard then came back with a pair of the softest leather shoes 


Midge had ever seen and put them on his feet. "These belonged to 


your great, great grandfather when he went on his wander many 


thousands of years ago." Then she put a pair of beautiful bright 


yellow mittens onto his hands with a pretty red bow at the cuffs 


to keep them in place. "And these belonged to your grandmother. 


You've nothing to fear from the cold, now, Midge."


  Professor Grandfather Brock hadn't moved from the centre of the 


room. "Surely, Annie, he's too - "


  "You know what happens," said Mrs Brock, "if you don't follow 


your dreams, don't you?"


  It was a moment or two before Professor Grandfather Brock nodded 


his head. "Nothing happens," he said.


  Then Mrs Brock vanished into the kitchen.


  For a long time Professor Grandfather Brock stroked his beard, 


staring up at the rafters and at his books on the walls, as if 


searching for something. Finally he spoke: "I've a journey of my 


own to go on, Midge. When you get back I shan't be here." Then he 


went over to his computer and came back with a black finger shaped 


stone. He dangled it from a string and it pointed through the 


window towards the Great Oak in Heidegger wood; and he spun it 


again and it twizzled back to the oak; and even when Midge tried 


it still pointed to the oak.


  "It's got eyes," said Midge.


  "No," said the old professor. "Even in the fog it sees."


  "Is it like the heart?" said Midge.


  "You are ready for the journey. It's just like the heart, my 


boy. Follow it and you'll never go wrong."


  "Have you finished your talk, you two?" said Mrs Brock, bustling 


in from the kitchen with a round duffel bag smelling suspiciously 


of rhubarb and damson jam tarts. "I've packed you some sandwiches, 


Midge, and there's a surprise in there for you as well." Midge 


sniffed at the bag eagerly. "Leave them till you're hungry," she 


said. "You're not hungry, now, are you?"


   Midge admitted that he wasn't but while Mrs. Brock helped him 


into his duffel-coat he noticed the professor slip the magic stone


into the bag. "Now," said Mrs Brock, "Are you ready?"


  He looked down at his lovely warm shoes and the beautiful 


mittens that had belonged to his grandmother and his tummy was 


nice and full and he felt he was as ready as a thwom could ever 


be, to embark on his wander. "Thank you very much," he said and 


the rucksack was put on his back and he was led to the door. Mrs 


Brock and the old professor hugged him and then he stepped out 


into the strange snowy air. "I'm sure you'll have a wonderful 


time," shouted Mrs Brock.


  "Keep your eyes open!" shouted the professor. "And make sure 


you're back well before the leaves start falling from the Great 


Oak. You know what happens to thwoms who don't return in time, 


don't you?"


  He did. Thwoms die if they don't return to Heidegger Wood before 


the last leaf has fallen from the Great Oak. But Midge had no 


reason to worry because the big city was always in sight of the 


wood. 


  As soon as he rounded the corner of the path in Heidegger Wood 


from the gatekeepers lodge, he intended looking in his rucksack to 


check what was in there. But then a strange thing happened. Or 


rather, didn't happen - because Isis, the great river was silent. 


All summer, when he rounded this corner he would be greeted by the 


roar of Isis, but today it was asleep. As he peered down it was 


quiet and like glass and even the strange flakes from the sky were 


able to flutter down and rest on top of it.


  He leant over the bank to take a close look, then lost his 


footing and fell and skidded across the cold clear surface - as 


smooth as Mrs Brock's polished dining table - and there underneath he could see the pebbly river bed and its jagged rocks - and the gold and red and orange fish swimming around – until he hit the far side with a quick bump. Scrambling to his feet he stood on a piece of ground where he remembered seeing children play last summer. He was across now. For a moment he looked over his shoulder at the snow fluttering down onto 


Heidegger Wood and wondered whether he would ever return home again. Then he put the thought out of his mind and turned and marched off towards the great lights of the city.








Chapter 2    Dragon Wings





The air was icy cold as Midge waddled and crunched along; and not 


another thing moved, apart from the big flakes of snow blanketing 


the trees and fields in white, and it was so cold that even the 


owls and stars had gone to bed. Only the city was still awake, 


shimmering and blinking through the snow-clouds with a thousand 


warm and welcoming orange and yellow lights.


  Then, without warning, an immense gorge appeared beneath Midge's 


feet. He was staring across a huge empty expanse at conifer 


covered banks - like Christmas trees - and the banks were streaked 


with long glass-like fangs that must once have been waterfalls 


jagging steeply down through the rocks into a frozen river. Yet in 


the centre a ferocious torrent raged. And the river was so wide 


that Midge gasped, making a cloud of crystals in the air above his 


furry snout. But not for long, because Midge was sliding into the 


gorge - and suddenly his adventure had begun.


  He clenched the clumps of shrubs by his coat but the brittle 


twigs broke. Then he saw his webbed feet flip over his head like 


delta-winged jets and the trees upside down and suddenly he had a 


mouth full of snow - and in an instant the trees were 


somersaulting all ways up and over and around. But only for 


seconds because in next to no time everything vanished in a 


muffling cold whiteness - and he was rolling and twisting and 


bouncing inside a giant snowball that was plunging past the 


conifers through hundreds of feet, over banks and over precipices 


down toward the torrential river.


  For a long time Midge seemed to be twirling and spinning - just 


as if he had been bundled into soft sheets in a spin dryer - then 


the snowball hit a boulder and broke open and all the whiteness 


scattered and the snow and the sky came back all at once - leaving 


Midge on his back staring up at millions of Christmas trees.


  But events hadn't ended: they had only just begun - because now 


the whole sky and the conifer covered banks were gently turning 


around. And the air was tinkling and full of a metallic clashing 


and roar. You see, Midge had landed on a sheet of ice, and within 


seconds a crack had zigzagged across it to make a circle shape, 


about the size of a merry-go-round - and it was breaking away 


into the swirling current, with Midge in the middle of it.


 Slowly it veered into the canyon's central current. And then it 


began picking up speed. Midge held on tight. It sped past rocks 


and jagged boulders and the water spluttered and splashed past 


his poked out snout. And the canyon was hurrying past. But the ice 


block was so big that the river couldn't topple it over and soon 


Midge began to enjoy the ride.


  He tucked his collar and hood tight to his head, leaving a gap 


for his big brown eyes so that just his snout stuck out; and then 


he made himself comfortable like a little gnome on a mound of 


snow. Every so often the cold white flakes would build up on his 


snout but then the air stream would blow them off or he would lick 


them off himself with his long pink tongue.


  The water spluttered and raged all around but Midge was safe on 


the great lumbering ice block. Then the current slowed and the 


canyon widened into sparkling white fields.


  A wood next. Then there was a little village with a red post 


office and shops and a row of thatched cottages where people were 


tucked snugly in bed; and for miles a railway track ran alongside 


the river. And still the ice flow journeyed on. More fields. Then 


a mill-house where a little boy, dressed in pyjamas, pressed his 


nose to a bedroom window. Midge waved at him and the boy looked 


astonished and waved back.


  A little copse next. Then the snow stopped falling. A moment 


later the moon peeped out and winked at Midge from behind a 


tattered cloud and soon all the stars were back and twinkling 


their accompaniment to the tinkling water.


  "What a lovely raft, Midge," said the moon. "I can see my face 


in it. Is it the river's?"


  Midge nodded his head.


  "Then you're going on a very long journey." And the moon 


twizzled around so that her dress swished after her. "I decided on 


white in the end," she said. "Do you like it?"


  "It's beautiful," said Midge. "And you're wearing diamonds, 


too."


  "They're icicles, Midge, that the waterfall gave me. I can keep 


them just for tonight. Do you think I should show them to the 


owl?"


  "I think the owl would love them," said Midge, so the moon 


skipped off over a distant hill.


  Then Midge saw more woods and a field with a fox running across 


it. More trees. And miles and miles of fields. And still more 


miles and Midge yawned and looked around at his strange moving 


home of snow-covered ice. And suddenly he had a marvellous idea.


  With his warm yellow mittens he started mounding the snow 


together and then he cut it into blocks with his sharp teeth and 


in next to no time he had built himself a cosy little igloo with a 


soft snow bed in it. He yawned again, since travelling is tiring 


work, waved good night to the stars and disappeared inside his 


snug new home.


  That night he had a most marvellous dream. He dreamt he was 


lying on a bed on the back of an elephant which was carrying him 


all the way around the world; and even after he woke it seemed to 


him that he was still rocking backwards and forwards on the back 


of a massive elephant; and he stayed in bed to enjoy it. But when, 


long after dawn, he emerged from his igloo, he saw the reason for 


his dream - because the ice flow was bobbing up and down in a 


gentle salty swell and there was no sign of the river banks. You 


see, the big block of ice had floated off into the sea. All around 


the grey waves heaved gently like the backs of a herd of lumbering 


elephants - but not for long, because the sun was coming out and 


making them sparkle and shine, which, perhaps is not as good as it 


sounds, because, and I'm sure you know, the sun melts ice very 


quickly.


  Midge realized this, of course, but thwoms are brave animals and 


when nothing can be done to remedy matters they get on with 


something practical to make their situation a little better. And 


this is precisely what Midge did. He found some more snow and 


sculpted it into a chair and with what remained there was enough 


to make a kind of platform onto which he could empty his rucksack 


- which he did immediately. Then he took off his coat and sat down 


to enjoy his breakfast in the nice warm sunshine.


  Very thoughtfully, besides cutlery and crockery, of course, Mrs. 


Brock had filled two flasks. In the yellow one there was soup. And 


in the orange one (which had a little jar of blackcurrant jam 


Sellotaped to it) there was porridge - so Midge didn't waste any 


time before tucking in.


  You see, porridge, without exception, is the favourite breakfast 


of all the thwoms. Some like it with rhubarb, others with a cherry 


or strawberry jam - and Great Grandmother Grobblepin (who you will 


meet later and who had no teeth) gobbled it up with ginger. But 


Midge couldn't imagine anything tastier in a morning than porridge 


and his favourite blackcurrant jam; and his mouth screwed up tight 


after two lovely mouth-fulls; though, and this is one of the few 


disadvantages of being a thwom, the porridge stuck on his whiskers 


and on the fur around his mouth. (But it's wrong to pretend that 


it's too much of a problem, because it's very easy to lick off, 


especially since thwoms have such long pink tongues, which have 


probably grown that way because they chatter such a lot to each 


other - and when they're not doing that, they're chuntering busily 


to themselves).


  When Midge's tummy was nice and full he felt much happier and, 


since he hadn't had time to do so before, he emptied the 


remaining contents of the rucksack. In it, as well as the two 


flasks, there was a bottle of orange juice, 20 damson and rhubarb 


tarts, five packs of sandwiches, a first aid kit from the 


herbalist, Dr. Glen Clutterbuck, the magic stone, a torch and - 


besides a pen knife, elastic bands, pieces of string, foreign 


coins and odd bits of metal (which, as everyone knows, are vital 


to any adventure) - there was also a small but very complex 


computer, about the size of a watch. Midge turned it over and held 


his breath. On the back of its silvery surface were the initials 


PGB. And suddenly Midge felt very proud. This was the computer 


that the badger, the great Professor Grandfather Brock, had taken 


on his adventures when he was a boy. And it was the most powerful 


computer in the world. Carefully Midge strapped it to his wrist, 


ready for the time when he might need it.


  Then Midge made himself a cushion of snow at the edge of the ice 


flow and put his big webbed feet in the water and propelled the 


ice flow merrily along in the sun. And it was now that Midge had a 


surprise, because his feet started tickling and a moment later a 


young dolphin, called Lightdancer, was splashing and 


somersaulting and flapping her silver flippers beside the raft.


  She asked if he had seen her friends and then she explained that 


she was lost; and Midge said that he was lost also; and he told 


her about his adventure. They had a nice picnic together with some 


of Midge's delicious rhubarb and damson jam tarts - though the 


dolphin didn't think much of his cheese sandwiches and ate the 


watercress instead - and afterwards the two little creatures felt 


much better. Then Midge started thinking and asked Lightdancer 


exactly how she became lost.


  All that Lightdancer could remember was that it was evening and 


that everyone was heading towards the sun. So that's exactly where 


she'd aimed the next morning.


  "But the sun comes up on the opposite side in the morning," 


explained Midge. "You've been going in the wrong direction all 


day."


  Lightdancer thanked him quickly and then she streaked back to 


look for her family before they were too far away. Midge looked 


down his long furry snout as she vanished and then he paced up and 


down the ice flow, taking measurements. In an hour, with help from 


the Great Professor Brock's computer, he had worked out that it 


would melt completely in four days - and he looked out to sea but 


there was no sight of land.


  The next day he had breakfast and dinner as normal, but all the 


time his raft of ice was melting under his feet. Then another day 


came and the raft grew smaller and smaller; and waves lapped over 


the side; and the platform and chair of snow melted; and still 


there was no land in sight.


  Then another sunny day came and went and his igloo collapsed; 


and the ice block that had once been as big as a merry-go-round 


and that had carried him safely over rapids, was now no bigger 


than a hearth rug, bobbing up and down in an immense ocean.


  So another day passed and Midge strapped the rucksack securely 


to his back. Then, without any warning, the ice block suddenly 


split and Midge sploshed down through the murky grey depths and 


took a few gulps of salty water before coming spluttering back up. 


He blew down his nose and in a second he was paddling.


  Thwoms are extremely good swimmers because they have big webbed 


feet - and if they entered the Olympics they would probably win 


all of the swimming medals - but the sea is a different thing than 


the lakes and rivers where thwoms swim in the summer for fun; and 


after six hours Midge's arms and legs felt like lead and he 


couldn't keep his snout up any longer; and still there was no land 


in sight.


  Then his head went down and he chewed at the water and snuffled 


and came up again choking. It was horrible. Three times more he 


went under until his head seemed as if it had been filled up with 


water like a goldfish bowl. It was the end; and he felt dizzy 


and drew a final breath and spluttered and sank for the last time, 


with his hands and feet dragging him down like concrete, sinking 


lower and lower through the murky depths.


  But it was now that he felt something solid under his feet, and 


moving, and in a second it seemed he was sitting astride a 


torpedo - or something with a big engine - because he was rising 


very fast, until, with a swoosh he surfaced. And he spluttered and 


shook the water from his dreadlocks. And there he was, safe and 


sound, skimming along in the sea spray on the back of a dolphin. 


It was Lightdancer.


  And in a moment a whole shoal of the creatures appeared like 


rainbows out of the sun; and in hardly a second they were leaping 


from the water on every side, playing tick with each other and 


showing off to Midge with their somersaults over his head and 


flip-flops and "fin stands" as they called it, which was when they 


came right out of the sea and swished their silver tails so they 


skimmed upright. 


  And for hours they played like this, always heading in the same 


direction; and when one of them grew tired from carrying Midge 


another would nudge alongside for Midge to climb on, so that the 


pace never slackened. And the sun and the wind streamed through 


Midge's hair. And all the dolphins thanked him for helping 


Lightdancer and said that the dolphins would be friends to him for 


ever. So for hundreds of miles they travelled, playing and 


laughing and joking all the time.


  Until at last they neared an island. But it was no ordinary 


island because it rose sheer out of the sea, except for a cove; 


and the top of it was shaped like a cone; and a gold and red 


tongue of flame was leaping from it fifty feet into the sky; and 


the air rumbled and shook in terror at it. Yet the dolphins told 


Midge there was nothing to be afraid of, and they dropped him off 


on the black shingle shoreline, telling him to take the stairway 


that led up through the cave at the end of the beach.


  Midge edged forward. Then a burst of yellow flames suddenly 


leapt from the cave and a crab, pink with shock, came skittering 


down the black shingle beach. "Go back," it warned, waving its 


pincers. "Get out of here. Run." And it disappeared quickly into 


the water.


  Midge edged further forward, but was stopped suddenly by a 


deafening roar. Then a frightening thing happened because the head 


of a big green dragon suddenly appeared from the cave, shooting a 


yellow tongue of flame to sizzle the wet shingle at Midge's feet; 


and glaring at him with a red glowering eye.


  One glowering red eye, that is, and one blue eye, because her 


left contact lens had just popped out and she was only a very 


young dragon - about two thousand years, which, for a dragon,  is 


only a baby, because they can live to a million or longer (if they 


don't ruin their teeth with too many cakes and biscuits, that is) 


- and she hadn't learnt properly how to frighten people; and as 


her big eyelashes rose she only really succeeded in looking 


astonished - and in a moment, of course, she realized how 


ridiculous she looked.


  "Don't kill me," she suddenly pleaded, scrumpling up her blue 


cotton dress in her hands and biting her nails. "I haven't got any 


gold but I've got some lovely lollipops and chocolate and you can 


have it all, George, if only you don't kill me." And she grabbed 


Midge's hand. 


  Then Midge explained that his name wasn't George and the young 


dragon - who was called Gertrude - looked bewildered for a moment 


and scratched her head. Then she slumped on the ground with the 


excitement of it all, covered up her eyes and began to sob and sob. 


And her other contact lens popped out - a red glowering one which 


she used to frighten people - and when her big watery eyes looked 


up Midge knew that she was a very gentle dragon. He hugged her and 


she cried and cried and her huge body heaved up and down in 


pitiful convulsions until Midge became wet with her salty tears - 


wetter even than he had been in the sea. But happily even sad 


things come to an end and eventually she stopped and told him her 


story.


  Once, over a thousand years ago - which, as I've said, is 


nothing for a dragon - Gertrude had been very happy and beautiful 


and she used to give little boys and girls rides on her back and 


they would fly to the moon and around the planets and even to 


distant stars because there's no limit to how far a dragon can fly 


when it's happy. And everything, back then, had been so wonderful 


and there was no reason ever to cry.


  Until that terrible George came along. And he started spreading 


lies about how dragons hoard gold - which is absolute nonsense 


because what would a dragon do with gold? And it's ice creams and 


lollipops which dragons like - it ought to be obvious - to cool 


them down after they've been blowing flames all day. But even 


their favourite lollies - which are the orange ones with ice cream 


and coconut in the middle - even their favourite ones they would 


share with children. So it was just lies from George. There's no 


other way of describing it.


  Anyway, he killed Aunt Bertha - and from that point the dragons 


knew it was too dangerous to stay on this planet - so they all 


decided to fly away. "I was the last to leave," said Gertrude, 


"because I loved playing with children so much. But on my way home 


I stopped here for a paddle in the sea. And then it happened."


  The dragon looked straight into Midge's eyes. "You see, I fell 


in. And all my clothes and my beautiful wings got soaking wet and 


I had to hang them up on a clothesline to dry, because, believe me, 


flying with wet wings feels just like walking in wet knickers. You 


pull at them and they stick and you get everything in a twist and 


it's no fun at all. And dragons don't have spare wings, you see - 


we only get the one pair - and I was lying down and admiring my 


beautiful gold and green and silver colour wings and thinking what 


a fortunate dragon I was, when suddenly this big gust of wind came 


up from nowhere and blew everything away. And I've been stranded 


here ever since."


  Midge looked at the sorrowful dragon as a big tear welled up in 


the corner of her eye and sploshed over her cheek onto the ground.


  "So you can't fly home?" he asked.


  "My wings are gone," she said, simply.


  "But couldn't you flag down a ship and get help?" he suggested.


  "But what if George was on board?" said the dragon. "No," she 


added. "It's best if I blow flames from the top of the mountain 


and make everyone think it's a volcano and scare them all away 


and live on my own for the rest of my life." And she put her head 


in her hands and closed her big gentle eyes and she looked very 


sad.


  Midge offered her one of his rhubarb and damson jam tarts and 


she chomped it gratefully.


  "But all you need is some wings," said Midge.


  "Yes," said the gentle dragon. "With wings I would feel young 


again and I could fly back to my family. And one day we'd return 


here and give children rides and play with them and everyone would 


be happy. But my wings have blown away and there's no way of 


getting them back, is there?"


  And Midge wondered, after his strange journey, if he would ever 


see Heidegger Wood again before the last leaf fell from the Great 


Oak. Then the two stranded animals watched the evening sky turn 


yellow and orange and gold, and for just a moment, before the sun 


vanished under the horizon, a ray of light glinted on Great Professor Brock's computer.











Chapter 3    A Test For Mopsy





When Mopsy Earthshine woke from her hibernation it was to be the 


strangest year she ever spent in Heidegger Wood. The smell of 


baking bread and stewing rhubarb was already thick in the air of 


the underground burrow as she poked her furry snout from beneath 


the bedclothes and sniffed the air. Her big brown oval eyes 


blinked in the sunlight which was arriving in a column of floating 


dust motes from a little window overhead. She yawned and squeezed 


her eyes wide open. The last time she had woken it was in a hushed 


eerie white light - and it was much colder - and big flakes of 


snow the size of rose petals were parachuting onto the window in 


the rafters, covering it over and making the room darker; and 


Mopsy had been frightened because she had dreamt that her best 


friend, Midge, was out in the cold all alone and she wanted to 


help him; but then she realized she must only have been imagining 


it and that Midge was safe and she drifted back into her dreams.


  Today though, there was no doubt that it was the right time to 


wake because through the window she could see the underside of a 


cluster of crocuses and the yellow trumpets of two towering 


daffodils bent over and nodding at her in the breeze and the huge 


birch tree was just beginning to turn green with leaves; and when 


Mopsy opened the door to the steam-filled clattering kitchen she 


was greeted by voices of all kinds, because, besides the thwoms - 


aunties and uncles and so on - there were also six squeaky field 


mice gathered around the old birch table and Gordon the Hedgehog, 


all talking excitedly about Midge's adventure - and only Great 


Grandmother Grobblepin remained unflustered, humming to herself in 


the rocking chair by the window and counting the stitches of her 


knitting from behind a pair of thick wire-rimmed spectacles. 


  Then Mopsy's mother, who's hands were covered in flour, spotted 


Mopsy at the door and put the food mixer down and ran over to her 


and hugged her against her stripy apron which smelled of jams and 


fresh bread and cake and rhubarb. "Have you had any dreams?" she 


said. And the conversation stopped, because, as you know, dreams 


are extremely important, and if a thwom has had a bad dream then 


everything else has to wait until it's understood.


  "I dreamt that Midge was lying under a tree with fever and he 


was dying and he was all alone..."


  Suddenly there was a hurried tap-tap at the door and a commotion 


outside and everyone looked up; and a moment later a breathless 


Mrs. Brock, the badger, bustled into the room in her blue stripy 


summer dress with a picnic basket over her arm, followed by Terry 


Brock who couldn't quite make it through the door in his new white 


suit because his yellow umbrella had suddenly sprung open. "Sorry 


to burst in on you," she said.


  Then Terry interrupted. "But we knew," he added, fighting with 


his umbrella in the door frame.


   Mrs. Brock looked back at her husband and finished his sentence 


for him, "We knew you'd finished your hibernation because Terry 


saw smoke from the chimney."


  "Yes, darn it," he said, pushing at his umbrella, "and we 


thought we'd bring you the news about Midge," then he tugged the 


umbrella the other way, "the news that - " And he suddenly 


twizzled around. "What the dash!" The umbrella had now caught on 


his shirt sleeve and his feet were in the spokes and he appeared 


to be doing a jig in the doorway. He was hopelessly entangled and 


able neither to enter nor exit.


  "Whatever are you doing?" said the astonished Mrs. Brock.


  "It's this infernal umbrella," said Terry. "It just doesn't seem 


to want to come in." Then he lost his footing entirely and 


floundered about on the floor until the umbrella closed around him 


and he vanished completely in a flurry of curses. Quickly Mrs. 


Brock and Gordon the hedgehog rushed over to rescue him, then 


escorted the bewildered badger safely to the table.


  "Now," he said, managing finally to achieve some level of 


decorum by standing with his hand firmly on a chair-back at a 


safe distance away from his umbrella. "It's about Midge." And 


Terry told them the good news. Midge had been spotted only a few 


hours earlier by a blackbird - and he was safe and well and having 


a very interesting time.


  And everyone in the room cheered - except old Grandmother 


Grobblepin, who was still troubled by Mopsy's strange dream. 


"Right," said Mrs. Brock, "I've brought you all some bread and 


cakes because I know you can't feel much like baking after you've 


just spent a winter asleep. Here you are," and she spread a most 


delicious display of fresh cakes and rolls and tarts on the table 


- and everyone tucked in, because it was true, the thwoms had only 


just started baking and the microwave was broken and none of the 


cakes or rolls were ready yet; and everyone was happy and there 


was a lot of joking and laughing.


  Then Mrs Brock, who knew that Mopsy would be sad without Midge 


to play with in the summer, produced the most beautiful pink dress 


Mopsy had ever seen. But it wasn't just pink. It had dozens of 


lovely big white spots and a frill at the lapel and lots of 


delicate stitching that must have taken Mrs Brock all winter; and 


when Mopsy put it on everyone stopped what they were doing and 


stared astonished and said that she was the prettiest thwom in the 


whole of Heidegger Wood.


  Suddenly there was a loud whistle and a "Boom!" like an 


aeroplane breaking the sound barrier, followed by a puff of blue 


smoke and a second later Greymalikin Kaboodle, the great wizard of 


the north, was staggering about in the room in his long dark cape, 


falling over Terry Brock and wondering whether he had landed in 


the right place; and the top of his pointed hat was jangling 


against the copper kettle and pinging some pots and pans that were 


dangling hazardously from a beam.


  "Now," he said, spotting Mopsy and seeming at last to find his 


bearings, "I have something important to say." Then he steadied 


himself. "Midge has gone on his big adventure and the time is 


right for Mopsy's education to begin. She has the gift - and if 


she will accept, this summer I shall teach her the ancient wisdom. 


Mopsy Earthshine do you accept my offer?"


  Everyone sat hushed, their mouths gaping wide and Mopsy looked 


at her mother who was nodding and smiling at her.


  "Yes," said Mopsy, still bewildered, but managing to add, "I 


should be very pleased." And everyone looked back at Greymalikin 


Kaboodle.


  "Then there is a test you must pass. Meet me promptly at noon 


today by the great elm." And with that, his wrinkled face took on 


a distant look and he started to disappear - though his 


disappearances were always quieter than his arrivals - first his 


feet vanished, then his legs, then his torso and lastly his head 


and pointed hat.


  The hushed silence hung around in the room for several seconds 


while everyone meditated upon the implications of what had just 


been said.  It was Mrs Brock who spoke first. "Well," she said, 


"to learn the ancient wisdom from the wizard - "


  "She'll be the wisest of all of us," said Gordon the hedgehog.


  "Such presence of mind," squeaked one of the field mice. "Did 


you hear her speech of acceptance? I would have fainted - "


  "So would I," squeaked another.


  "But what can the test be?" said a voice from the floor. And 


they all looked down at Terry Brock, who seemed to be having a 


very unfortunate day with wizards and umbrellas. Gordon the 


hedgehog helped him to his feet and Mrs Brock scrubbed at the 


wizard's footprints on his new white suit. 


  Then the conversation grew very excited and they all started 


talking about Great Aunt Muggle who was the last thwom to receive 


an education from the wizard, and about how wise she was, and 


about her clever sayings, and how she always seemed to see to the 


bottom of things before everyone else; and soon everyone except 


Mrs. Brock and Mopsy's mother had left to spread the good news; 


and Great Grandmother Grobblepin also remained, of course, in her 


rocking chair with her knitting - because she always seemed to 


think ahead of everyone - and nothing ever took her by surprise.


  "What does he mean by a gift?" said Mopsy. "I don't think I've 


got a gift."


  "Only the wizard really knows about the gift," said Mrs. Brock, 


"but if he says you've got it then you certainly have."


  "Perhaps doubting the gift is part of the gift," said Great 


Grandmother Grobblepin from her rocking chair and they all thought 


about this for a moment because it seemed very profound.     


  Then they decided that Mopsy should have a bath, because, as you 


remember, she had been hibernating since autumn; and while Mrs. 


Brock filled the big tub in Mopsy's mother's dressing room - which 


had lilac coloured flowers painted on the wall - Mrs Earthshine 


fetched a towel and a large jug of bubbles and clean socks and 


shoes. Mopsy climbed in under the sunlight which was streaming 


through the open window and she started to splash about - though 


she had to be told to calm down, because thwoms have big webbed 


feet - like flippers - and they can empty a tub extremely quickly. 


Mopsy always liked having a bath, which, perhaps, is just as well, 


because she had very thick fur, like a polar bear's (only golden 


brown in colour) and it's a tribute to all thwoms to say that none 


of them have any smell at all, except perhaps roses or lavender 


perfume which the girls like to wear, or the smell of the last 


thing they've spilt - so, with Mopsy, this generally meant jam 


tarts or rhubarb pudding. She splashed about; then her favourite 


rose-smelling talcum powder was sprinkled over her and she put on 


her fresh spring clothes and a beautiful lace handkerchief was 


tucked under her sleeve - and she was ready to meet the wizard.


  "I hope we've thought of everything," said Mopsy's mother. "I 


can't think of anything else, can you Mrs. Brock?"


  "Oh, dear," said Mrs. Brock. "I've just thought. How's she going 


to manage for food?" 


  And Mopsy's mother looked rather concerned. "Don't wizards eat?" 


  "They do Mrs. Earthshine," said the badger, "but wizards are 


terrible with children and they give them far too many cakes and 


crisps and sweets and chocolates and that sort of thing."


  Suddenly Mopsy's ears pricked up, just like a horse's when you 


say to it "sugar," and her eyes opened wide.


  "Now, Mopsy," said her mother, "I saw your ears prick up just 


then. You're not to have too many chocolates because they'll make 


you ill."


  "If they're by the lodge," said Mrs. Brock, "I'll invite them in 


and see that Mopsy gets a proper meal. And I'm sure Mopsy's a very 


sensible girl."


  But Mopsy's ears still hadn't gone down from the first mention 


of chocolate and her snout had twitched more than once, as if in 


anticipation of some very interesting snacks. Young thwoms are 


extremely fond of chocolate and if you offer to share a bar with 


one of them it's very likely that you'll have a friend for the 


rest of your life because thwoms never forget people who share 


with them - and it's only right that you should share anyway, 


because if a thwom hadn't eaten even for a whole week and it had 


just one square of chocolate it would always offer it to you, 


which, I think you'll agree, is pretty amazing. 


  "Now, Mrs. Brock," said Mopsy's mother, "I can't think of 


anything else, can you?"


  And since it was nearly noon Mopsy left to meet the wizard.   


  It was a beautiful fresh spring day as Mopsy Earthshine waddled 


along the winding bumpy path that runs through the heart of 


Heidegger wood. Everywhere in amongst the ash and oak and beech 


there were carpets of wood anemone and bluebells and primroses -


and in the clearings there were tall stands of wood spurge and 


dog's mercury. Her snout lifted happily in the air at the scent of 


purple orchids and sniffed at the sun which was streaming through 


the branches and catkins of oak trees - then she sneezed and 


rubbed her nose and a big bumble bee buzzed over her snout, 


humming a tune.


  "I'm going to see the wizard," said Mopsy.


  "How delightful," said Hilda, the honey bee, circling twice 


around Mopsy's head. "Sorry I can't stop for a chat," and she 


started to buzz away. "I've an appointment with a bluebell at 


noon - but tell me all about it later."


  Then Mopsy arrived at the great elm in a clearing brightened 


with wood sorrel and stands of stitchwort - and from somewhere the 


scent of sweet violets was wafting on the breeze. It was strange 


though, because there was no sign of the wizard of the North and 


on the ground there were two huge wooden chests. Each one was 


locked with a gold clasp; and Mopsy could hear, in the near one, 


metal or pebbles rattling - as if someone was shaking a big tin of 


buttons. She sniffed at it and wondered. Then the wizard stepped 


from inside the elm (because he often had a mid-day nap in the 


trunk of a tree). "Now," he said, "Would you like to see inside 


the chest?"


  Mopsy nodded her head and the wizard waved his hand three times 


over the ground until the clasp sprang free and the huge lid of 


the first chest creaked open. Inside it there was a sea of 


millions of jewels: of pearls and diamonds and rubies and emeralds 


and all the precious gems that have ever been seen - splashing 


into the air like surf so that thousands of hurrying fingers of 


coloured light flickered over Mopsy's deep brown eyes. She looked 


up at the wizard to ask what it meant.


  "If what you want is in the first chest," he said, "put your 


hand inside and draw it out. But if you do, you will never know 


what is in the second chest."


  Mopsy looked into the first chest and she knew that even one 


hand-full was more wealth than could be amassed by even a thousand 


of the richest men in an entire lifetime. But she turned from it 


and sniffed at the second chest.


  Slowly the lid of the first chest closed and it disappeared; and 


from the second chest there was a sudden round of tumultuous 


applause like the noise that fills a concert hall at the end of a 


magnificent performance; and the clasp sprang free and the lid 


lifted with an ear-shattering roar - and there were millions of 


people there all chanting Mopsy's name and shouting that she was 


the greatest and cleverest person ever - and there was her mother 


in there too, and her father and Mrs Brock and everyone she had 


ever known - and their eyes were misty and loving - and everyone 


was saying how wonderful she was and cheering and praising her. 


And Mopsy knew that this was fame and that if she put her hand 


into the second chest she would have everything that actors and 


show people had ever wanted. Yet just above all the cheers she 


could hear the wizard's voice saying, " - but if you do, you will 


never know what is in the third chest." And Mopsy looked up, 


because where the first chest had been, in a shaft of sunlight, 


another chest had appeared.


  Mopsy went over to it and sniffed.


  Slowly the lid to the second chest closed and the great roar of 


applause ceased and the second chest vanished. From the third 


chest there was no noise at all and she looked at the wizard. He 


was watching under the shade of the elm where a stand of 


stitchwort nodded in the breeze. His black cape flapped. Then he 


waved his hand three times over the ground until the clasp sprang 


free and the lid of the third chest started to creak open.


  Slowly its lid lifted - and in here Mopsy saw the most amazing 


things. It was filled with an immense star collapsing into itself 


and then exploding and making all of the elements in the universe 


- the elements that come together to make trees and planets and 


oceans and even fingers and arms and eyes, and everything that 


makes you and me, and creating all the things you've ever seen or 


will see; and there was a flower that was no more than a bud, 


suddenly unfolding its petals for a bumble bee; and vast ancient 


forests emerging from deserts to flourish for a brief flicker of 


time before falling and crumbling into coal deposits and being 


covered over by deserts again; and there were generations beyond 


number emerging and living their short span and then vanishing 


from time; and Mopsy understood that if she put her hand into this 


chest she would live for ever. She looked up at the wizard but 


there was no emotion in his face. Then she shuffled over to the 


fourth chest and let the lid to eternal life close in majestic 


silence. And the clasp to the fourth chest sprang free.


  From this chest came a sudden whoosh of smoke and Mopsy had to 


turn away and squeeze her big brown eyes shut and rub them. Then 


she coughed and licked the little particles of smoke from her 


snout with her long pink tongue and snuffled before she remembered 


her mother's advice about not sniffling - so she blew her nose on 


her handkerchief instead. Through the smoke she could now hear 


someone shouting with joy and a whole sequence of numbers emerged 


out of nothing and she saw a laughing man with a lottery ticket; 


and then a darkened room appeared with a ball of glass in it; 


until a tree materialised, but not like any tree in Heidegger Wood 


because attached to each branch were the names everyone who had 


ever lived down to the end of time; and the crystal ball appeared 


again; and Mopsy realized that this was the gift of foresight.


  And she understood something important now, because she knew 


that the secret to acquiring knowledge lay in always looking 


beyond. It rested in always asking a further question. Wisdom was 


never this chest but always the next. She looked at the wizard as 


a shaft of sunlight shone off his face and he told her that there 


were just two more chests left. Then she shuffled over to the 


fifth chest. The door to the fourth chest creaked shut and the 


clasp to the fifth chest sprang free.


  But for a long time she saw nothing - then she spotted Midge 


lying under a tree, very ill with fever, just as she had seen him 


in her dream, only this time she was absolutely certain that it 


was real and that Midge was dying - and her head seemed to cloud 


over with thoughts - and she didn't know what she was doing - and 


in an instant she had reached over to hold him in her arms - and 


his head was all hot and not how it should be - and his nose was 


dripping... Then his big brown eyes opened and he saw Mopsy. And 


suddenly the chest and everything inside it vanished; and the 


final chest had disappeared too - and Mopsy felt very unhappy 


because she realized she had reached inside a chest and failed the 


test. "I'm sorry," she said, and her ears flopped down on top of 


her head and her eyes turned as dark and deep and sad as a 


woodland pool so overhung with trees that no sunlight can enter 


it.


  "Why are you sorry?" said the wizard. "You've passed the test." 


Then he explained that the last chest had nothing in it but 


another chest. And that chest too, was empty except for a further 


chest. And so the chests within chests stretched on to infinity 


and beyond and there was nothing inside any of them. And the 


wizard said that this was because knowledge alone was nothing. 


"Love," he explained, "is what turns knowledge into wisdom. You've 


chosen to help Midge - and that proves that you care about others 


more than yourself and that you can be trusted with the truth. 


Knowledge is an evil without love." Then he said that he would 


meet her at the same time tomorrow when her lessons would begin; 


and a moment later he was slowly disappearing - first his feet, 


then his legs, then his torso and lastly his head and pointed hat.


  For a moment Mopsy thought about all that had just happened, 


then she put her webbed feet on the bumpy windy path that runs 


through the heart of Heidegger Wood and waddled off towards her 


burrow.


 On her way back she bumped into Hilda the honey bee, puffing and 


blowing and carrying two shopping bags full to the top with  


nectar. In a few moments, Hilda had put her legs up on a daisy and 


was explaining that she hadn't just found bluebells today - but 


marigolds and orchids and parsley and a wild cherry and 


stitchwort... and there was no limit to it... and she was going to 


tell everyone at the hive and there would be a wonderful party. 


Then Mopsy recounted what had happened with the wizard; and Hilda 


was so overjoyed and so impressed with the story that she promised 


to bring Mopsy a jar of her most special honey that very evening.





