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      Hidden in the broom cupboard of Rose Cottage is a tiny house. Shh, it’s a secret. No one knows it’s there…. This is the home
            of two little mice, Tumtum and Nutmeg….

   
      
      A Christmas Adventure
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      Christmas was coming, and Nutmouse Hall looked very splendid.
      

      
      Tumtum and Nutmeg had put up a tree in the library, with a big pile of presents underneath. And the drawing room and the ballroom
         and the dining room had all been adorned with tinsel.
      

      
      General and Mrs. Marchmouse were coming for lunch on Christmas Day, and Nutmeg had been baking and bottling and pickling since
         early October.
      

      
      When Tumtum peeked in the refrigerator, his tummy started to rumble. There was a glazed ham and a pork pie and a plum pudding…
         and there were mince pies and jellied fruits and sugared ants, and a big white cake with chocolate reindeer on top.
      

      
      He could hardly wait for Christmas Day to come.
      

      
      “Only two more nights to go,” he said hungrily.

      
      “Yes, and we’ve still a lot to get through,” Nutmeg fussed.

      
      They had just finished supper, and Nutmeg was sitting at the kitchen table, making a long list of things to do.

      
      “Now let’s see…” she said, nibbling the end of her pencil. “We have the Christmas crackers to stuff, and the pears to poach,
         and the silver to shine, and we must polish the ballroom floor, and hang the mistletoe…. Oh, and gracious me if I’m not forgetting
         to glaze the marzipan fruits!”
      

      
      “I’m sure we’ll manage,” Tumtum said. “Tomorrow’s Christmas Eve, so we’ve still a whole day to get everything ready. And you’ve
         been baking for weeks. Just think what a feast it’s going to be!”
      

      
      Tumtum was very excited. But Nutmeg looked worried.

      
      “I hope Arthur and Lucy have a nice Christmas, too,” she said. “When I looked under their tree this morning, there were no
         presents at all. And their refrigerator was almost bare. Would you believe, I don’t think Mr. Mildew’s even made a plum pudding!”
      

      
      “Well, I’m sure Father Christmas will bring them something nice,” Tumtum said.
      

      
      “I do hope so,” Nutmeg replied. “But I bet their Christmas stockings are full of holes.” She looked anxiously at her watch.
         “Let’s go up to the attic and I’ll see if they need darning,” she said. “It’s nearly ten o’clock—the children are sure to
         be asleep by now.”
      

      
      Tumtum agreed, so he took his flashlight, then they let themselves out of Nutmouse Hall and tiptoed through their front gates
         into the Mildews’ kitchen.
      

      
      Tumtum went first, cautiously twitching his nose. But there was nothing to fear. The lights were out, and everything was very
         quiet. He turned and beckoned Nutmeg to follow.
      

      
      They ran through to the hall, then clambered upstairs to the landing.

      
      They could hear footsteps in the study as Mr. Mildew paced around, trying to think of another silly thing to invent.

      
      They crept past his door and started heaving themselves up the steep flight of wooden steps to the attic.

      
      Puff! Pant! Wheeze! It was hard work for two little mice.
      

      
      Finally, they reached the top and crept out onto Arthur and Lucy’s bedroom floor.
      

      
      They could hear the children snoring softly, but everything else was still. The curtains had been left open, and the floor
         was pale with moonlight.
      

      
      “Look, there are the stockings!” Nutmeg said, pointing across the toy train track.

      
      The children had dug them out of the toy chest, ready to hang up on Christmas Eve, and now they were lying in a bundle on
         the floor.
      

      
      The mice ran over to them and stretched them out flat on the carpet. They were very nice stockings. Each was made of red felt,
         with a white rim, and a Christmas tree embroidered on the front.
      

      
      “This one’s got a hole in the toe, just as I suspected,” Nutmeg tutted. She ran over to the dollhouse and fetched her sewing
         basket from the cupboard under the stairs.
      

      
      Then she sat at the foot of the stocking and started to darn.

      Swoosh! Swish! Swipe!
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      Nutmeg always darned at lightning speed.
      

      
      While she was working, Tumtum shone his flashlight around the room to see if there were any toys that needed to be repaired.
         Then, suddenly, he noticed a big white envelope propped up on the dresser.
      

      
      He stepped back and craned his neck up to see who it was addressed to. “Look, dear, they’ve written a letter to Father Christmas!”
         he exclaimed. “I wonder what they’ve asked him for.”
      

      
      Nutmeg looked worried. “Do you think it will reach him in time?” she said. “Tomorrow’s Christmas Eve. If they don’t go out
         straight after breakfast, they’ll miss the last post.”
      

      
      “I think we had better see what it says,” Tumtum said. “Then perhaps we could send Father Christmas a separate letter by Royal
         Mouse Post, telling him what the children want.”
      

      
      “Good idea,” Nutmeg agreed—for the Royal Mouse Post was very efficient. Even if the Nutmouses posted their letter tonight,
         Father Christmas would be sure to receive it in time.
      

      
      So Nutmeg abandoned her sewing, then she and Tumtum hurriedly climbed to the top of the dresser, scrambling up by a pair of tights hanging from the top drawer.
      

      
      They carefully pried open the envelope and tugged out the two letters from inside. Then they stood at the bottom of the page,
         reading them by the light of Tumtum’s flashlight. The first one said:
      

      
      
         
            
            Dear Father Christmas,

            
         
         If you have one on your sleigh, please may I have a toy car with lights and a horn and an engine that goes Vroom!—like I wanted last year. I’m sorry you couldn’t come then, but I hope you can come this Christmas instead.

         
         Thank you very much.

         
         
            
            Love,

            
            Arthur Mildew

            
         

         
      

      “Well, I’m sure Father Christmas will be able to give him a car!” Nutmeg said. “But I wonder why he didn’t give him one last
         time.”
      

      But when they read Lucy’s letter, everything became clear. It said:
      

      
            Dear Father Christmas,

         I’m very sorry that you couldn’t come last year because the chimney was bricked up. We asked Pa to unblock it, so you could
               get down this time, but he said he couldn’t, because if he did the wind would come in and we’d all be very cold. We hope you’ll
               find another way in. And if you do, I’d like a box of magic tricks, please—like I asked for last year.

         
         
            
            Love,

            
            Lucy Mildew

            
         

         
      

      
      “Oh, Tumtum! What are we to do?” Nutmeg cried. “If Mr. Mildew’s blocked the chimney, then there’s no hope of Father Christmas
         coming! And the children won’t get any presents at all!”
      

      
      Tumtum looked upset, too. He wouldn’t enjoy opening his own presents knowing that the children had none.

      
      Christmas would be spoiled for everyone. Unless…
      

      
      “We shall have to find them a toy car and a box of magic tricks,” Nutmeg said.
      

      
      “But how, dear?” Tumtum asked helplessly. “It’s Christmas Eve tomorrow—and the nearest toy shop is five miles away! And besides,
         I don’t suppose they would serve mice!”
      

      
      “I wasn’t suggesting we should go to the toy shop!” Nutmeg cried. She’d had another idea. But it was such a bold one it made
         her paws feel clammy.
      

      
      “We must go and see Baron Toymouse,” she said.

      
      Tumtum turned very pale. “Baron Toymouse!” he stammered. “Gracious! Do you think that’s wise?”
      

      
   
      
      
      [image: image]

      
      
      Tumtum and Nutmeg had never met Baron Toymouse. But they had heard lots of terrible things about him. For Baron Toymouse was
         infamous for being horrible.
      

      
      His temper was said to be so bad it could make cupboards shake and doors rattle. And when he got really angry, you could see
         smoke coming from his nostrils! By all accounts he looked very frightening.
      

      
      One mouse who had spotted him said that he had eyes as black as night. And another mouse said he had silver claws… and another
         mouse said that he had teeth as sharp as daggers… and one mouse said he was taller than a full-grown rat!
      

      
      So no wonder Baron Toymouse’s name filled every mouse with dread. There must have been a reason why the Baron was so horrible. But no one could understand what it was—for if you met him, you would think he was a very lucky mouse indeed.
      

      
      He lived in the nursery of a big, rambling house just up the lane from Rose Cottage. The children of the house had grown up
         long ago, and no human had set foot in the nursery for many years. So Baron Toymouse had the toys all to himself.
      

      
      And what wonderful toys they were! Think of any toy you like, and the Baron was sure to have it. And since he was just a mouse,
         the toys didn’t seem like toys. To him, they were life-size.
      

      
      All day long, he roared about the nursery in his tanks and trains and racing cars and whooshed through the air in sleek model
         planes. At night, the Baron slept in a big toy castle, with knights in armor stationed around the walls. And when he was hungry,
         he helped himself to delicious things from his toy candy shop.
      

      
      Well, a mouse doesn’t get much luckier than that!

      
      “The Baron’s certain to have a toy car and a box of magic tricks to spare,” Nutmeg said. “And if we go and see him, and tell
         him that Arthur and Lucy won’t have any presents on Christmas Day, then I’m sure he’ll want to help.”
      

      
      “And I’m sure he won’t!” Tumtum said. “You know what everyone says—Baron Toymouse is the meanest mouse alive. Remember what
         happened last year, when the poor postmouse went to the nursery to deliver him a Christmas card? The Baron frightened him
         half to death with a toy snake—then he charged at him in a toy tractor!”
      

      
      Nutmeg sighed. It was true, the Baron was famously ill-tempered. And he was said to guard his toys very fiercely.

      
      But if they wanted to find presents for Arthur and Lucy, then Baron Toymouse was their only hope.

      
      “I’m sure we can win him over, dear,” she said brightly. “It is Christmas, after all. Perhaps he’ll be in a more festive mood.”

      
      Tumtum doubted it. But he could see that Nutmeg’s mind was made up.

      
      “All right,” he said reluctantly. “We’ll go and see him first thing in the morning.”

      
      “Oh, thank you, dear!” Nutmeg said.
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      They put the letters back in the envelope and brushed away any telltale hairs. Then, as soon as Nutmeg had finished her darning, they hurried back to Nutmouse Hall and tumbled into their four-poster bed. Tomorrow was a big day, and they needed
         rest. But they both slept fitfully that night. Tumtum dreamed that Baron Toymouse had locked him up in a toy pigsty, and Nutmeg
         dreamed she was being chased around the nursery by tin soldiers.
      

      
      She sat up with a fright. And when she looked out of the window, she saw that it was already light.

      
      She turned around and gave Tumtum a shake. “Wake up, dear!” she said nervously. “It’s time to visit the Baron!”
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      The Nutmouses had a big breakfast to keep their spirits up. Nutmeg made porridge and pancakes and a fruit salad with cherries
         on top. And they washed it down with hot chocolate.
      

      
      “Well, we’d better be setting off,” Tumtum said, wiping the crumbs from his whiskers. He always felt braver when his tummy
         was full.
      

      
      “We might be gone all morning, so I’ll make a picnic lunch,” Nutmeg said.

      
      She packed a basket with cold meats and a chocolate cake, and two slices of cockroach pie left over from dinner.

      
      “And we’d better take a Christmas present for Baron Toymouse,” she said. “I know! Let’s give him that box of strawberry creams
         that I made for Christmas Day. He’s sure to like those.”
      

      
      Tumtum’s face fell. He had been looking forward to the strawberry creams all week. But Nutmeg was right, they must take the
         Baron a present. And Nutmeg’s creams were so delicious—just think how pleased he would be!
      

      
      “All right,” Tumtum said. And he went off to find some tissue paper and a piece of ribbon to wrap them up with.

      
      Finally, everything was ready. Nutmeg tucked the picnic basket under her arm, and they went to fetch their coats from the
         cloakroom. Then off they went.
      

      
      The Baron lived in a big house just down the lane from Rose Cottage, but for Tumtum and Nutmeg it was a long journey, and
         there was no time to dillydally.
      

      
      They tiptoed swiftly across the Mildews’ kitchen floor and wriggled under the back door into the garden.

      
      It was bitterly cold, and the ground was covered with frost.

      
      “Brrrr!” Nutmeg said, rubbing her paws together.

      
      “Come on,” Tumtum said. “We’d better get a move on. I wouldn’t be surprised if it starts snowing before the day’s out.”

      
      They pulled their scarves over their ears and hurried down the garden path and out the front gate. Then they made their way down the narrow lane that weaved through the village. They
         could see a cat prowling, so they kept to the bank, walking under the cover of the hedgerow.
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      Eventually, the hedge stopped and they came to a pair of huge black gates with a sign on them that read GRIMSBY HALL.
      

      
      Beyond the gates was a long drive, and at the end of it was a tall, dark house full of turrets. In one of those turrets was
         the nursery where Baron Toymouse lived.
      

      
      Nutmeg trembled. Grimsby Hall looked like a horrible place. Tumtum squeezed her paw, then they hurried on up the drive, huddling
         together to keep warm.
      

      
      Eventually, they came to the front of the house. It looked cold and deserted. There was a creeper snaking over the front door,
         and the windows were boarded with gray shutters.
      

      
      “The humans must have gone away for the winter,” Tumtum said. “No wonder Baron Toymouse thinks he owns the place!”

      
      “Let’s try around the back. Maybe there’s a way in there,” Nutmeg said.

      
      They ran along the front of the house, past a bay tree and a stone lion. Then they went around a corner, and through a vegetable patch, and around another corner—until eventually, on
         the far side of the house, they came to a pair of old glass doors leading onto an overgrown terrace. The frame of the door
         was rotting, and one of the glass panes had come away, leaving a big hole at the bottom.
      

      
      “Come on, dear,” Tumtum said—and they crept inside.

      
      They came out in a long, paneled drawing room, full of tapestries and marble busts. It smelled cold and damp, and the furniture
         was covered in dust sheets.
      

      
      They knew that the nursery must be at the top of the house, for that is where nurseries always are. So they started looking
         for the stairs.
      

      
      “Let’s try through there,” Tumtum said, pointing to a door on the far side of the room.

      
      They ran over and peeked through it. And what a sight!

      
      In front of them was an enormous hall, as big as a basketball court, and covered in shining marble.
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      And leading from it was the biggest staircase the Nutmouses had ever seen. Up and up it went, and on and on, twisting and turning high into the distance. It had no carpet, and the wood was dark and shiny.
      

      
      “I suppose we’ll have to climb up it,” Tumtum groaned.

      
      And so they did.

      
      Puff! Pant! Wheeze! Up and up they went, step by slippery step. And no sooner did they reach the top of one flight of stairs than another flight
         began.
      

      
      Eventually, when they had climbed five flights and crossed four landings, they arrived in a long corridor full of doors.

      
      They explored it one way, then the other. And at last they came to a pale blue door that had been left open a crack.

      
      And at the bottom of the door, in writing so small only a mouse could have read it, there was a sign that read:
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      “Oh, dear,” Nutmeg said. For it didn’t sound at all welcoming.
      

      
      Then they heard a strange noise coming from inside:

      
      Clank! Clonk! Clack!

      
      Clank! Clonk! Clack!

      
      They crept around the door and peeked inside. And what an extraordinary sight it was!

      
      They were standing in a vast room, full of the most magnificent toys they had ever seen. It was like a magic kingdom. In front
         of them was a huge toy farm, with tractors and barns and pigsties, and fields full of cows and sheep.
      

      
      And beyond the farm was a sprawling model village, with shops and houses and a toy school, and a white palace with beads twinkling
         from the turrets. And on the far side of the nursery there were a toy fairground and an electric train and an army base crowded
         with tanks. There was even a toy airport, with a whole fleet of fighter planes.
      

      
      And in the middle of the room there was a cold black castle, with a gold flag flying from the tower.

      
      Everywhere the room was teeming with dolls and knights and tin soldiers. They all looked very busy and purposeful—almost real.
      

      
      But there was no sign of Baron Toymouse.

      
      “Baron Toymouse!” Tumtum called nervously.

      
      No answer.

      
      “Baron Toymouse! I say, are you there?”

      
      Still no answer.

      
      But then they heard the strange Clank! Clonk! Clack! again, and this time it was much louder.
      

      
      The Nutmouses looked around anxiously, wondering where the noise was coming from.

      
      Then all at once a huge voice boomed around the room:

      
      “WHO… GOES… THERE?”

      
      Tumtum and Nutmeg gulped.

      
      They could not see who was speaking. But they knew it must be Baron Toymouse. They had heard that he always talked through
         a loudspeaker.
      

      
      “If you please, Baron, it is Mr. and Mrs. Nutmouse here, from Nutmouse Hall,” Tumtum said politely. “If you would be so kind,
         we have come to ask you a favor.”
      

      
      “A FAVOR!” the Baron snorted, as though he didn’t like favors one bit. Then: “STAND OVER THERE, BY THE JACK-IN-THE-BOX!” he ordered.
         “PUT YOUR PICNIC BASKET ON THE FLOOR AND PUT YOUR PAWS ABOVE YOUR EARS!”
      

      
      The Nutmouses did as they were told.

      
      The next moment they heard a horn blast—then, to their horror, they saw a big backhoe crashing across the floor.

      
      It was bright yellow, and it was coming straight for them. And perched high up in the driver’s seat was the most extraordinary-looking
         mouse they had ever seen.
      

      
      He was as big as a rat, and he had pink fur, and snarling fangs, and eyes like black pins. He was wearing a long purple cape
         and a gold crown—and his claws were a dazzling silver.
      

      
      “Run!” Tumtum cried.
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