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Autumn

At the far end
of a quiet, half-forgotten road in the old city of Oxford there
stood a large house which had been empty for many years. The paint
on the doors and windows was cracked and flaking and scarcely hid
the rotting timber beneath. Tiles had slithered down the roof
during winter storms and smashed below on the border of gravel that
surrounded the house like a moat; but a moat that had offered
little defence against the elements. Several window panes were
cracked and some were missing altogether. Inside, although rain had
ruined one or two of the first-floor rooms, it was still dry on the
ground floor. In short, the house was shabby, run-down, and badly
in need of some loving care.

The gardens,
once formal and neat, were an untidy mix of overgrown shrubs and
wild flowers. Ground-covering perennials fought each other for
space and light and water. Mallow and buddleia, forsythia and
hydrangea, once regularly pruned, were now uncontrolled and
spreading wildly. In what used to be a well-tended front lawn,
thistles and cow parsley and dandelions competed with the uncut
grass which now reached its full height; in one corner, an invasion
of comfrey was choking all in its path. The lawn to the side of the
house was another battlefield on which opposing armies of Himalayan
balsam and rosebay willowherb advanced on each other.

In the back
garden a hazel was laden with clusters of ripening nuts and the
trees of a small orchard were heavy with apples, pears, and plums.
Lower down, there were rows of redcurrant, blackcurrant, and
gooseberry bushes, all furnished with masses of fruit. Raspberry
was fighting bramble to dominate a south-facing hedge.

A family of
mice had recently settled in this rich and plentiful land. Mr.
Albert Musker, a hard-working and devoted family mouse, had
discovered the house while foraging a little further than usual
from their previous address which, it has to be said, was rather
damp and draughty and nowhere near big enough. It had been no
trouble to squeeze under the rotten corner of the kitchen door at
the back of the house and, after exploring the ground floor, Albert
had found a perfectly snug and cosy nesting place with enough room
for all his family. He knew that good quality homes like this would
not remain empty for long so, pausing only to pick up the largest
gooseberry he could carry as evidence of the bounty that awaited,
he scurried home to tell his wife Victoria all about his
discovery.

She needed
little convincing so, late the very next afternoon, the family left
their scruffy little lodging underneath a garden shed and followed
Albert to their new home. There were twelve mice in the Musker
household, far too many to introduce all at once, so it's enough
for now to say that there were five adults and seven children. With
all those stomachs to fill you can see why Albert and Victoria had
to work so hard. Soon they had left their old garden far behind and
had ventured into territory that was unknown to all except
Albert.

 


All over the world cats
were out hunting. High in the Gold Mountains of Tibet, a snow
leopard stalked a family of gorals, watching the group, selecting
the weakest; on the Serengeti plains of Tanzania, a female cheetah
crawled on her belly over hot soil and spiky grass to get closer to
a gazelle and her newborn baby; in the fast-flowing waters of a
river rushing to meet the Amazon in the thickness of the Brazilian
rainforest a full-grown tapir was swimming for its life as a
powerful and hungry jaguar closed in.

 


In the peaceful
garden of an Oxford house a well-camouflaged, mackerel tabby cat
had her eyes fixed on a blackbird, one of this year's fledglings.
She could see the bird had an injured wing; that was probably how
it had become separated from its family. She waited for a chance to
creep closer, to be certain of catching it.

The Musker
family, led by Albert, was making its way carefully and quietly
through a flower border in single file. The cat was so still, they
almost bumped into her.

'Freeze!'
Albert screamed in his high-pitched alarm voice. Even though the
cat's gaze was locked on to the blackbird, her ears were still
scanning all around, examining the soundscape for threats and
opportunities. For five agonisingly long seconds the bowl of her
right ear pointed directly at them; she had heard something and
waited for more information. The mice kept absolutely still and
silent. In this battle of the senses, the slightest sound could be
fatal.

Then the cat
saw her opportunity; the blackbird had turned away to take a drink
from a shallow pool and, with perfect stealth, she took one silent
step forwards, then another. Even when the mother blackbird
appeared on a fence and repeated over and over her loud, sharp,
alarm call, the cat knew the prey was hers. She dashed forwards and
pounced.

 


The jaguar pounced; the
cheetah pounced; the snow leopard pounced.

 


This was the
Muskers' chance to escape. While the cat was distracted, Albert
made the slightest movement of his paw signalling that they should
follow him. He led them by the shortest route into the densest
undergrowth of the nearby hedgerow. With the desperate and pathetic
calls of the mother and baby blackbirds fading in their ears they
came out on to a riverbank. Negotiating roots of alder and willow
and passing through forests of yellow iris and beds of tall reed,
they moved further away from the safety of their old haunt and
further into the unknown.

They became
more alert to possible danger. As mice must always do, if they want
to survive, they constantly looked for a place to run and hide if
danger came, perhaps into long grass or under a hedge. Even more
frightening than the cat, there was the terror that an owl might
swoop silently down out of the night sky and carry one of them off
without warning.

This particular
evening a rather large and warm-yellow harvest moon was climbing
slowly into the autumn sky. This helped Albert find the way by
lengthening the twilight, though it was dark enough for bats to be
on the wing as they approached their destination.

Albert stood on
his hind legs using his long tail for balance and looked around,
sniffing the air. The combination of strong fragrances in the wild
garden was unmistakable.

'This is it,
just the other side of this hedge,' he whispered eagerly to his
younger brother Charles as the others gathered round. 'Are we all
here, Mother?'

'Yes, indeed,'
said Victoria, 'but let's get to safety before one of us
isn't.'

Every day
Albert rediscovered how lucky he was to have such a sensible
partner. He had always been a bit of a dreamer, planning grand
schemes and inventing devices for the benefit of all mousekind; he
needed Victoria to bring him to his senses. She, on the other hand,
was secretly thrilled to have such an interesting husband. There
was never a day when their home was not full of big ideas and
stimulating conversation, which was excellent for their children's
education. Even so, Albert sometimes got carried away and his
schemes needed to be tempered with practicality. For instance,
nobody in the family talked any more about the National Mouse
Co-operative that Albert was sure would make food collection and
distribution more efficient. Victoria simply couldn't see how it
would work, but she had let him down gently. She recognised a good
idea when she heard it, though, and this latest plan to move home
was one of Albert's better ones; she was keen now to see it
through.

'Let's go
then,' said Albert. 'Follow me.'

They dodged
sharp thorns of bramble as they made their way under the hedge and
entered their new domain.

'You can't see
a great deal in this light,' Albert said, 'but just you wait until
tomorrow morning. It's quite simply paradise on earth.'

'My nose tells
me everything, and I like it already,' said Charles, and he
followed Albert and Victoria past the rank vegetable patch and
across the garden to the kitchen door.

'Vot he sigh?'
asked Oma Musker, who was a little deaf in one ear. Her
intimidating stare and strong accent, which had its origins in her
Czechoslovakian ancestry, terrified the children.

'He said we'll
see everything properly tomorrow,' replied her husband, Albert.

When you learn
that Albert was Albert's father and that Albert's first son was
also called Albert, for Albert was a name that ran in the family,
you will see plenty of room for confusion. For that reason Albert
the grandfather took the title Opa, Albert Junior was known simply
as Bert, and Albert was Albert.

Opa and Oma –
her real name was Minka, but she had never liked the sound of Minka
Musker, so she preferred Oma – despite their crankiness, were still
deeply in love. They followed the others, paw in paw, at their own
pace. Widely travelled but now world-weary, they hoped that this
was the last move they would need to make. If the exuberant Albert
could be believed, they could look forward to a prosperous and
comfortable retirement.

The children
were highly excited and were already running here and there
exploring the garden, eyes wide with surprise and disbelief. They
found themselves tripping over berries and slipping on seeds and
bumping into windfall apples. Wherever they looked there was
food.

The family was
not yet safely indoors and Victoria called to her children. They
came running, each one carrying in his or her mouth a luscious
morsel for supper. Victoria was vigilant in the care of her
children, especially on account of the C and the O. She frequently
counted them and checked them, making sure that they were all there
and all the parts of each one of them were there. She was quite
strict with them, but only for their own protection. She only
needed to point to Uncle Charles' tail, or rather the absence of
most of his tail, to persuade them of the perils of disobedience.
Charles had suffered a terrible accident as a child after he
ignored Oma's warning not to go near a mousetrap. His adventurous
nature and the smell of crisply fried bacon in the trap had been
too much temptation for the young Charles and – chop – his tail was
gone. It was a dangerous world and Victoria wanted her children to
be prepared for it.

Part of her
routine was to make the children form a line, oldest to youngest,
which she walked along to inspect each in turn. They did this
automatically now and she named them as she went, so here goes:

'Albert...
Beatrix... Charlotte... Diane... Edward... Frances... and
finally... George. All present and nothing missing.'

'Let's go in
then,' said Albert excitedly, 'I can't wait any longer to show you
the home I've found.'

They found the
gap under the door and one by one they squirmed through. Opa had a
bit of a struggle; his old joints were stiff and painful, but
finally they were all through and standing in the kitchen. They
gawped in amazement at the sheer size of the space. The ceiling was
so high they could see it only vaguely in the darkness above, but
the low moon shone on the black and white tiled floor which seemed
to stretch on forever.

'All of this is
ours?' Victoria asked Albert. 'It's wonderful! We can build a nest
behind one of those cupboards.'

'This! This is
just a small part of our property; an ante-chamber; a side-show.
Come this way and I'll show you the best part.'

Now Victoria
was getting excited. This room alone was bigger than anything they
had known and there was more, apparently. They had struggled in
poky, mean homes for so long, she was beginning to swell with the
hope that this house could become the home of her dreams, and she
was full of admiration for Albert for finding it.



They found the
nearest kitchen wall and trotted alongside it, brushing against the
skirting board for security as they went. A large open doorway led
into a hall which ran the depth of the house. They stepped on to
the old, faded carpet and looked about sniffing the air. They could
smell that no other colony of mice had yet claimed this territory
as their own and they relaxed a little.

'Magnificent,'
said Charles, as he looked up at the reddish-brown mahogany
staircase and a great glass chandelier, clearly visible in the
stronger moonlight streaming through a window on the mezzanine.
That same light reflected off the primary colours of the stained
glass in the front door.

Albert led the
way along the hall past a piece of furniture that towered above
them on its long legs.

'It's not this
one,' he said, waving his arm expansively towards a large dining
room, like a duke standing on a high vantage point casually
identifying with one sweeping gesture his five thousand acre
estate. They continued down the hall towards the front of the
house. Albert stopped by the last doorway on the right.

'But it is this
one,' and without another word and with a broad grin, he picked
Victoria up and carried her, like a new bride, across the threshold
and into the room.

'Oh, put me
down you silly thing!' Victoria said, giggling like a young girl
mouse. 'I'm too old for this nonsense.'

Albert put her
down and they looked around. The room, away from the moonlight, was
too dark for them to see much detail, that would have to wait for
the morning.

'Anyway, this
is where we are going to live,' said Albert pointing to a huge
wooden box that stood against one wall. 'There's a private entrance
round the back. I found it yesterday.'

They trooped
the last few metres to the small space between the wall and the box
and walked along this corridor until they found, in the middle of
the back wall of the box, the entrance that Albert had mentioned.
The hole they needed to get through was above the ground, a
positive security feature he thought, but the grandparents
struggled a little to get in and the smaller children had to be
lifted up.

'We'll have to
do something about this,' grumbled Opa, 'I can't do that every
day.'

'I'll fix it
tomorrow; I'll make some steps,' said Albert cheerfully. Nothing
would spoil the pleasure of this moment. 'Come and see inside.'

They were in a
huge chamber that echoed strangely as they walked around, giving
them some idea of its size. It was dry and warm and it felt very,
very safe. They walked the whole length of it twice and decided
which end they would use as the sleeping area, where they would
store food, and so on.

'Vicky, if you
can get the old folk settled in, Charles and I will go and fetch
some food and find some bedding to get us started. We'll take Bert
and Bea to lend a hand.'

'Alright. Now,
you take care of them while you're out and,' resting a paw on his
foreleg, 'this is perfect. I love it.'

The other
children, from Charlotte downwards, went to explore their home. It
was an unusual place, the like of which they had neither seen nor
smelled before. They found there was a metal frame running the
length of the box. How, you ask, did they know it was metal? Well,
all mice can easily tell the difference between metal and wood, and
they can do this because their teeth never stop growing. To prevent
them from becoming uncomfortably long, a mouse has to wear down its
teeth by gnawing.

When Edward
tried to gnaw the frame, he let out a high-pitched squeak of pain:
'Ouch! Metal!' and the funny thing was, as his teeth bounced off
the hard surface, there was a shiver of sound from above that
tingled their whiskers and made their little bodies tremble.
Frightened by something they didn't understand, they all ran
quickly back to their mother who was looking for them anxiously;
she'd heard it too. She asked them what they were doing and Edward
explained.

'You'd better
stay closer to me until your father gets home,' she said, wondering
if there was something sinister about the box, perhaps explaining
why nobody else had moved in. The children, a little disappointed,
wandered a small distance away. The other interesting features they
found were two long beams of wood that sloped upwards from the
middle of the box towards their end of it and, leaning against the
front wall of the box, a book. Mice know about books and paper;
they come across them all the time in houses, in the street, and in
the garden. They don't taste very good, but sheets of paper can be
useful scrunched up in the nest where they are as good as an extra
layer of fur when it gets cold.

Before long,
Albert, Charles, Bert, and Beatrix returned and soon they were all
curled up close together on fragrant mattresses of bedstraw and
feasting on the easily gathered fruits of the garden. It had been a
long and arduous journey and a tiring day; even though they would
normally have been quite busy at night-time, they all had a little
snooze that turned into a long, relaxing, dream-filled sleep.

And that,
briefly, is how the Musker family moved to their new home.

 


Winter

By working hard
through the autumn, the family gathered such a great quantity of
food in the larder at the far end of their home that they had
enough to see the family through the harshest winter. They had much
more leisure-time, the adults filling it with conversation and the
children filling it with play – except for the quiet and thoughtful
Frances. Opa and Minka reminisced about the old times and
complained bitterly about the disrespectfulness of youth today,
though in reality they were deeply content with their new
lifestyle. Albert and Charles found time for long walks in the
bracing air when they discussed philosophy and poetry. Victoria
always worried about them while they were out, but they were
confident that the long grass and their sharp senses were enough to
protect them.

Although it
might seem like work to you and me, Victoria passed the days
experimenting with different ways of preparing and presenting food.
Never before had she had such a wide range of ingredients, and the
whole family looked forward to the meals she provided.

At home, in the
nest, they all joined in the puzzle posed to them by the book they
had found. At first they had used sheets of it in their bedding,
but lately they had looked more closely at the curious patterns on
each page. There were groups of lines and numerous curves, swirls,
and dots. Some of the shapes looked like words they had seen on
other pieces of paper, but most of it was covered in spots and
circles joined together by lines. There was some definite
organisation to it but they couldn't work out what it meant.

'I think it
might simply be an abstract work of art,' suggested Victoria.

'Or maybe a
design or a pattern for the clothes that people wear,' Albert
wondered. 'It could show you how to knit, or weave cloth.'

'I think it's a
plan for how they plant their vegetables,' offered Opa. 'See these
straight lines? They are the seed-drills and each dot or circle
stands for a carrot or a cabbage or something. It shows where each
one will go.'

Often they came
back to this puzzle, but they never got any closer to the truth of
it.

They found time
to explore the ground floor of the house. The room with their
nestbox in it was a lounge or sitting room with several tall
bookcases and comfortable chairs. There were sideboards against the
walls and occasional tables conveniently near the chairs. In fact
all of the rooms were still fully furnished which left them
wondering what had happened to the people. In the absence of the
feather duster, spiders had been busy spinning their webs in the
corners of every ceiling and around every light-fitting. A thin
layer of grey dust had settled throughout, so the Muskers left
little paw-prints and tail-trails everywhere they went.

Across the hall
from them there was a study. The walls were lined with
floor-to-ceiling bookcases; there were more comfortable chairs,
each with a standard lamp, and a large oak desk with a big leather
swivel chair. Behind this room was another sitting room, slightly
smaller than theirs, with yet more books and chairs. On a circular,
cherry wood, claw-foot table there were still opened books and a
cup and saucer. Whoever had lived here was certainly very well
read.

The dining room
had two sideboards and, in the centre of the space, a large oak
table with ten tall chairs. A French window opened on to the side
garden.

After some
weeks, it was apparent that the house was quite safe. There was no
gap large enough for a predator to get in. An owl could have flown
in through a broken window on the first floor, but the doors
upstairs were all closed, blocking access to the rest of the house.
Little by little Victoria allowed her children to play further and
further from the nest. This gave her more private time for cookery.
To begin with, she allowed them to play just outside the entrance
to the nestbox and then they could go anywhere in the sitting room.
By the end of the next week they could leave the room, cross the
hall, and visit any of the other rooms on the ground floor.

Charles would
sometimes go with them, mainly to put Victoria's mind at rest, but
also because he liked to explore. One day, he had gone with all of
the children to the kitchen. They were looking longingly out of the
back door, wishing they could go outside, but not daring to.
Charles was exploring the kitchen in more detail. So far they had
always followed the wall they had used on the first day; mice like
habits and they like a wall to run along which makes them feel less
exposed. Now, Charles made a complete circuit examining each
feature of the kitchen. There was a basket on the floor, and as he
drew closer to it he realised that this was the source of the smell
he had detected on several occasions when passing through. It was
the faint and fading, but still unmistakable smell of dog. It was
clear that there had been no dog in the house for some time, but
Charles would make a point of telling Albert about it later. It was
possible the dog might be back at some point.

He carried on;
there were stale and mouldy crumbs of bread and other scraps of
food under most of the kitchen units. A really hungry mouse might
consider these, but with their food-store so full they didn't have
to consider this rather unpalatable alternative. He turned along
the final leg of his tour which would bring him back to the hall.
With a pulse of excitement, he realised that behind the wide-open
door there was another door they had not seen before. It was closed
but, as in many draughty old houses, there was a huge space beneath
it. It was as though the architect had considered the needs of
small, furry mammals when designing the house. Charles lowered his
head and sniffed the air. He could smell dampness – mould, three
types of fungus, chopped wood, and something else. What was it?

'I know,' he
thought, for the smell-memory of mice is very powerful, 'it's
coal.'

He knew coal
from another place where they had lived. It was dirty stuff; bad
for the lungs, and hard to clean off the fur. Now, the information
gathered by his nose all added up to one thing; beyond the door was
a cellar; that's where people kept their coal. Briefly, he dipped
under the door, to prove to himself he was right, and out again. He
would come back another time, to explore further, when he didn't
have today's child-minding responsibilities.

Charles turned
away from the door and his blood ran cold. He saw the children
running madly towards him and, beyond them, a huge shadow darkening
the glass panel in the upper part of the kitchen door. People. They
all heard the sound of a key turning reluctantly in the rusted
lock, then the clunk as the lock bolt finally flew back and the
creak as the door-handle started to turn. Calming himself, Charles
used his warning voice which was pitched well beyond human hearing:
'Children, run to me! Over here!'

As they
approached he urged them quickly into the nearest hiding place:
'Under this door, and stand well back from the light. There are
steps just inside; make sure you don't fall down the first
one.'

The children
dived for safety and, just as Charles' short tail disappeared under
the cellar door, they heard the first footsteps on the kitchen
floor. Making sure the children were out of sight, Charles edged
forwards until he could make out two sets of legs, one wearing the
heavy black shoes of a man, the other wearing the shiny,
high-heeled, bright purple shoes of a younger woman. They paused
briefly, as though they were inspecting the kitchen, then they
walked across the room with the thump of the shoes and the
click-tap of the high heels, and Charles cowered as they came
straight towards him. At the last moment they passed by and went
into the hall. The footsteps were quieter now on the carpet, and he
could only hope that Albert and Victoria had heard the people
arrive and had found refuge. He was sure Opa and Minka would be
safe inside the nest.

He did not dare
to step out into the kitchen; it was too risky. So instead, Charles
began to feel his way around the cellar. Mice have a fairly good
understanding of architecture, or at least of how buildings are
constructed. Charles first wanted to know the location of the
foundations and then to find out which way the joists and
floorboards ran; this knowledge would be the key to finding their
way home. They were in luck. There was a footing, which is a
foundation wall, to their left as they faced into the cellar.
Charles knew that this probably ran the length of the hall, and
therefore was an underground route back to their sitting room.
There was easily room for him and the children to walk along the
top of the footing keeping the brick wall above it to their left.
To reach the footing they simply had to get down the first step and
make a small jump that even George could manage. He helped them
down two at a time.

'Bert, you look
after Edward; Beatrix, you look after Frances; and Charlotte, you
look after George. I'll look after Diane.' In that way, following
thousands of years of tradition, each of the larger children would
look after the largest smaller child they could manage.

They set off
along the wall towards the front of the house and soon came to the
first joist which ran across the cellar from left to right.
Fortunately, it was resting on a course of bricks above their heads
and they could travel unimpeded. Once, though, Charles made them
stop as they heard voices immediately overhead, in the dining room
by his calculations. Then, after more muffled footsteps, it went
quiet and they continued their traverse.

All went well
until they came to the wall between the dining room and their
sitting room. The way was blocked straight ahead of them. They
needed to be the other side of this wall in order to get into the
sitting room. The width of the footing that ran across the house
was much narrower and would be dangerous to venture along in a
group. In his adventurous youth Charles had often tackled feats of
mountaineering like this, but he dare not risk the children.
Frustrated, but not defeated, Charles gathered them all together
and told them to sit quietly while he explored a little.

'Bert, you're
in charge. The rest of you, listen to Bert and do as he says. If I
don't return, go back to the kitchen, wait until it's dark and then
go home, through the hall.'

With this, he
set out along the footing. He had great faith in the low quality of
workmanship that was found in some of these older houses. Often he
had seen gaps between bricks easily big enough for a mouse;
sometimes the mortar was weak and could be pushed out; and if you
were lucky a quarter-brick was completely missing either by design
or by laziness. About half-way along the wall Charles found what he
was looking for; the joint between two bricks had been only
half-filled with mortar leaving a George-sized hole at the top. He
hurried back to the children and told them what he'd found.

'George, my
boy, come with me. You've got an adventure ahead of you. The rest
of you, be patient; I think I've found a way through, but we can't
go there yet.'

With one
fore-paw protecting George and the other gripping the brickwork,
Charles made his way back to the place he had found.

'Georgie, I
want you to climb through this hole and let me know what you can
see on the other side, alright?'

'Yes, Uncle
Charles,' squeaked George, and with Charles' help he climbed up to
the hole and started to squeeze through it.

'How is it?'
asked Charles.

'No trouble,
I'm almost through.'

'Watch out for
a drop on the other side,' said Charles, suddenly realising the
danger into which he was putting the youngest member of the
family.

'It's alright.
It's wider on this side,' and with that George's body disappeared
and the dim light leaked back through the hole.

'What can you
see?' Charles asked, but there was no reply.

On the other
side of the wall George, who was a much more skilful climber than
Charles realised, was already making his way to the space he could
see between the nearest two floorboards. There was a familiar smell
in the air, pouring through the gap, and when he got there George
was astonished when he looked up and saw the nestbox immediately
above him and his father looking anxiously out of the entrance.

'Daddy!' he
called out.

'Silence!'
Albert called out in his alarm voice, and glared at George, willing
him to be still and quiet. Then George caught the new smell of
human in his nostrils and he understood. The people who had been in
the kitchen were now in the sitting room. He heard the rumble of
their voices and felt the shock of their movements running through
the floorboards.

They waited.
The voices seemed to come closer, right up to the box. There was
some creaking and then, totally unexpectedly, there was an immense
thundering noise that shook everything like an earthquake, rattling
their bones and causing a slump in their mountain of hazelnuts. It
lasted for ten seconds, and by the time it was quiet again the
smell of human was receding. Albert was reeling and had to steady
himself against the back wall of the box. Inside, Victoria was in
hysterics, while Opa and Minka gritted their teeth.

'It remeintz me
of ze vor,' said Minka to Opa.

'Yes, just like
the blitz,' said Opa.

When his nerves
had settled, Albert dropped out of the box and looked quizzically
at his youngest child.

'What on earth
are you doing there?' he asked, more amused than angry. When George
explained that Uncle Charles was just the other side of the wall
and his brothers and sisters were huddled in safety not far away,
Albert saw at once what he must do.

'Stand back,
son; I need to make this hole bigger so you can get through, and
while I'm at it I'll make it big enough for all of us. I've been
thinking about a safe route through the house. Well done to you and
Uncle Charles for finding it.'

George beamed
with pride as Albert tested the floorboard, chose a weak spot on
the tongue side of the tongue-and-groove and quickly gnawed through
the soft wood. Before long he was helping George through the hole:
'You get inside and tell your mother everything's alright.'

Climbing down
under the floor, Albert found Charles looking through the gap.

'What was that
terrible noise?' Charles asked. 'Is everyone safe?'

'I don't know
what it was, and yes, Vicky and Mum and Dad are safe' said Albert.
'Let's talk about it later. The first thing I want to do is to get
the children home. Let's work together to clear out this
joint.'

From opposite
sides of the wall, Albert and Charles managed to pull out enough of
the remaining mortar to clear a way through. The mortar had been
from a weak batch with too much sand and not enough cement; it was
easy to pull apart.

'We need to
bring the children through one at a time because it's quite tricky
and narrow on this side,' said Charles. 'I'll go and bring the
first one if you want to wait here and help them on that side.'

And so, one by
one, the Musker children were all brought to safety. Victoria, as
much as anything to take her mind off the shock of the earthquake,
had been busy preparing a soothing dessert supper for everyone,
including gooseberry and elderflower crumble, quince with rosemary
and pine nut topping, and blackberry hazelnut cookies. Once all
their stomachs were full, Albert decided it was time to call a
family meeting.

'I think we
have to face up to the possibility that this house might become
occupied by humans once more, and we have to assume that this could
happen at quite short notice. We've lived alongside people before
and I believe we can adjust to it again. It will be a pity not to
have the run of the house as we have now, and goodness knows what
they will do to the garden, but this is such a fine place to live I
want us to try to make it work. Are we all agreed on that?'

'I agree,' said
Minka. 'Opa and me no vont moof again, if vee no need. It safe here
and much food. I sink vee sty.'
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