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Chapter 1

Once upon a time there were a mother and father called Mr and Mrs Brown and they had a huge family of children; and all the children were terribly, terribly naughty.

One day Mrs Brown went up to the school-room to speak to her children and this is what they were doing:

Tora had put glue in the sandwiches.

Emma had made a large chocolate cake out of mud.

David had put a toad in the milk-jug – and Tim was under the table tying Nanny’s feet to the legs of her chair with her shoe-laces. All the other children were doing simply dreadful things too.

Mrs Brown was very sweet, but she really was rather foolish about her darling children and never believed that they could possibly be naughty. So she said, ‘Good afternoon, Nanny. I hope you are all enjoying your tea?’

Nanny was having a terrible time with her false teeth because of the glue in the sandwiches. She tried to say, ‘Stand up, children, and say good afternoon to your dear Mama,’ but it came out, ‘Mmph, mmph, mmph …’ She stood up, herself, to give a good example and fell flat down on the table because of her tied-up legs, with her face in the mud cake. At that moment the toad got tired of the milk-jug and took one huge leap out of it and landed on top of her head. Wearing him like a little mottled hat, she raised her poor, mud-clotted face to Mrs Brown, gave her one long, baleful look and, with the chair still tied to her, hopped and hobbled out of the room. Mrs Brown knew that look very well. It meant that she was going to have to go to the Agency and get another new Nanny for her darling children.

Some of you darling children will have read about how Nurse Matilda once came to the Brown family and made them all good and well-behaved. She was terribly ugly when she arrived, but as they got gooder and gooder, so she had become prettier and prettier, until she ended up quite lovely and all surrounded in a sort of golden glow. I’m afraid the children had slipped back very badly since then; and as if she hadn’t got enough, Mrs Brown had gone out and adopted several more and they were just as naughty as their new brothers and sisters. Even she began to think that it would be a good idea if Nurse Matilda could come back and begin all over again.

Especially as …

Especially as the children were all going to stay with their Great-Aunt Adelaide, in town.

Most children have at least one fearsome aunt or even great-aunt. The Brown children had this truly fearsome great-aunt, Great-Aunt Adelaide Stitch.

‘Now, children,’ said Mrs Brown, ‘I have some news for you. Your papa and I are going abroad for a holiday and you are all going to stay with Aunt Adelaide Stitch.’

The children would all have burst into most terrible exclamations of horror, but they couldn’t because of the glue in the sandwiches; and Mrs Brown beamed round upon them and went happily back to the drawing-room. ‘The children are speechless with pleasure,’ she said to Mr Brown. ‘Oh, dear,’ groaned Mr Brown, glumly. He had less faith than Mrs Brown and he thought that the children had probably already got plans for being naughty at Great-Aunt Adelaide’s. Great-Aunt Adelaide was very rich and she was going to leave him all her money when she died. He didn’t want her to die a bit, but when she did the money would come in very handy. He really did have so many children.
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The children were by no means speechless when at last they got free of the glue. ‘It’s too horrible!’ they said. ‘It’ll be awful! And she lives in London!’ ‘Ick hoggigig,’ echoed the Baby. ‘Ickle-ge orkig! Anke livinging Gung-king!’ It was a splendid baby and talked a language all of its own.

Great-Aunt Adelaide Stitch was a terrible old person – very gaunt and tall, with an angry little eye like the eye of a rhinoceros and a nose like the horn of a rhinoceros, turned upside-down. She lived in a big house, as tall and gaunt-looking as herself, with a neat London garden round it with green cardboard lawns and all the flowers marshalled in their beds like soldiers on parade. With her, nowadays, lived Evangeline. Evangeline had once been the poor little tweeny-maid in the Browns’ home in the country. Great-Aunt Adelaide Stitch had tried to adopt one of the Brown children and somehow had managed to get Evangeline instead. Fortunately Evangeline enjoyed living with her very much, because at least it was better than being a put-upon tweeny-maid; and she now had, as promised by Aunt Adelaide at the time of her adoption:

Her own suite of rooms decorated in chocolate brown, a huge wardrobe of absolutely hideous clothes which, however, they both thought most beautiful, and –

A pug dog
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A canary

A writing-desk

A work-box

And private tuition in

elocution

deportment

French

German

Italian, and, above all, the pianoforte.

She had profited greatly from all these benefits and by now, I’m afraid, instead of being a cheerful little lump, she had become a stout little, horrid little prig. But she was just exactly what Great-Aunt Adelaide liked.

Evangeline was standing at the front door when the children arrived in a fleet of four-wheeler cabs; her pug was beside her and they were both looking forward eagerly to welcoming their guests. (The pug had a most original name: it was Pug – that was the kind of girl Evangeline was; her canary was called Canary. But still she had the example of Great-Aunt Adelaide before her. Great-Aunt Adelaide had a parrot and its name was Parrot.)

The children had brought their two dachshunds, Sugar and Spice, and the looks on their faces when they set their bright, twinkly eyes upon Pug, made Pug’s welcome a lot less eager.

There were so many children in Mr and Mrs Brown’s family that we never have got round to writing down all their names; especially now, with the extra adopted ones. Even their own mother and father had to divide them into the Big Ones and the Middling Ones and the Little Ones and the Tinies. There was also the Baby and the Littlest Baby and now there was a Littler Baby Still, but the last two babies couldn’t walk or talk, so they really were rather dull. The oldest baby talked a language all of its own, as we have seen. It wore a rather bundly collection of nappies which always seemed just about to fall down, but never quite did.

They all climbed out of the cabs as Evangeline stumped down the front door steps to greet them, with Pug on one side of her and Miss Prawn on the other. Miss Prawn was her governess. Summer and winter she suffered dreadfully from chilblains on her poor, thin hands.

‘Oh, the pretty dears! How charming!’ cried Miss Prawn, clasping the chilblains as the children closed the doors of the cabs, gave the horses a pat to say thank you, and marched in a grumpy crocodile up to the front door. In fact they looked anything but charming, being dressed in their hideous second-best clothes for travelling. Many of them carried closed matchboxes in their hands.
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At home in the country, the Brown family had lots of outdoor animals and most of the animals had fleas, especially the goats. The children had brought with them several fleas, willingly surrendered by the goats, and housed carefully in the matchboxes, lined with animal hair so that they should not feel the journey too badly. They had had an idea that something of the sort might come in useful, at Aunt Adelaide’s house: and the moment they set eyes on Pug, they knew they had been right.

Pug and Evangeline led them into the hall, which was very tall and bleak, and they stood round in a resentful circle, longing only to jump back into the four-wheeler cabs, and go home. But Simon gave them a wink and bent down and patted Pug. ‘What a dear little dog!’ he said. ‘Only,’ he added, opening his matchbox and giving the contents a shake all over Pug, ‘he has fleas.’

The children set up a terrible hullabaloo. ‘Ow, ow!’ they cried. ‘Fleas! Don’t let him come near us!’

Miss Prawn was overcome with horror and disgust. ‘Nonsense! What indelicacy! Dear Pug has no such thing!’

‘But look!’ said Charlotte, secretly opening her matchbox and pointing to a large flea which had hopped out on to Pug’s broad back, and was looking about itself joyfully, hoping Pug would turn out to be a goat.

‘Ow, ow!’ screamed the children. ‘It’s another flea!’ And they all started scratching like mad and picked up Sugar and Spice and held them out of harm’s way. ‘Don’t let him give fleas to our lovely clean dogs!’

‘Pug is perfectly clean,’ protested Miss Prawn, scandalized.

‘He isn’t, he’s covered in fleas and now we’re covered in fleas too,’ cried the children, hopping up and down, scratching themselves. ‘And so are you, Miss Prawn – you’ve got one on your arm.’

And sure enough, a third flea was stretching its hind legs on the fuzzy brown serge of Miss Prawn’s sleeve, and this one was quite sure that it was back on a goat. ‘Ow, ow, ow!’ cried Miss Prawn, and started hopping and scratching too. ‘Ow, ow, OW!’ cried Evangeline, not even waiting to be flea-ridden before setting up a hullabaloo; and suddenly squealed out: ‘Oh, Aunt Adelaide – what do you think? Pug’s got fleas!’
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For Great-Aunt Adelaide Stitch, ear trumpet and all, had appeared at the turn of the stairs. ‘Fleas?’ she said, in her high, hooting voice. ‘Fleas?’

‘Yes, fleas,’ cried the children. ‘He’s covered in fleas, we’re all covered in his fleas, we shall have to go home.’ And they started scratching and hopping and wriggling again. Miss Prawn was dancing frantically, holding her arm out stiffly before her, Evangeline wobbling like a jelly with imaginary itching, Sugar and Spice shrilly barking, the wretched Pug lugubriously howling. ‘Miss PRAWN!’ shrieked Great-Aunt Adelaide into all this tumult. ‘What is happening? What’s the meaning of this?’

‘Pug’s got fleas,’ yelled the children. They set up a sort of chanting. ‘Pug’s – got – fleas. We’ll – all – have to go – home. Pug’s – got – fleas. We’ll – all – have to go – home …’ ‘It’s fleas,’ faltered Miss Prawn. ‘On Pug.’

‘Fleas?’ screeched Aunt Adelaide, over the din. ‘I don’t believe a word of it. How can he have fleas?’

‘It’s no fault of mine. He has his weekly bath,’ said poor Miss Prawn. She held out a trembling brown serge arm. ‘I have one too.’

Aunt Adelaide’s eyes nearly popped out of her head. ‘I am not interested in your personal habits, Miss Prawn.’

‘I didn’t mean I have a weekly bath,’ said Miss Prawn, still holding out her arm.

‘Then you ought to. Most insanitary! This is doubtless where all the trouble has arisen. Blaming a poor, innocent little dog, when all the time … SILENCE!’ yelled Great-Aunt Adelaide suddenly over the hopping and chanting of the children. She descended the stairs, hitting out wildly at the bobbing heads with her ear trumpet. ‘Be quiet, all of you! Stop hopping! Nothing serious has happened. No one is going home.’ She added in a voice of doom: ‘Except Miss Prawn. Prawn, you may depart. You are dismissed.’

Miss Prawn dropped her brown serge arm to her side, flea and all, and stood staring up at Great-Aunt Adelaide, with her face turned as pale as ashes. ‘Dismissed? But I can’t … You can’t … My poor old mother,’ whimpered Miss Prawn, ‘she needs the money I give her. And I, myself – where could I go?’

‘Wherever you go,’ said Aunt Adelaide, ‘it will be without a reference.’ She gestured majestically up the stairs with her ear trumpet. ‘Up to your room and pack your bags! Be gone!’

Absolutely silent, absolutely still, the children watched the meagre figure in its dull brown serge creep up the stairs. But they knew that it couldn’t be allowed: they knew that they must confess. What would happen to them when they did, they could not imagine – sent back home in disgrace, poor Mama and Papa recalled from their holiday, Great-Aunt Adelaide ordering out her carriage and galloping round to the lawyer’s to alter her will … But still, they couldn’t let Miss Prawn be sent away. Standing there in their suddenly silent ring, with Evangeline and Pug huddled, scared and miserable, in the middle, the Big Ones exchanged glances: passed the word on silently to the Middling Ones: nodded to the Littlies. Their hearts felt faint and fluttering, but it had to be said. ‘Aunt Adelaide –’ they began …

‘Arnk Aggigaige –’ said the Baby.

‘It isn’t Miss Prawn’s fault,’ said the children. ‘You see –’

And there came a knocking at the big front door. And all of a sudden it seemed to open all by itself and someone stood there before it, as it quietly closed. And a
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