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Mr Peck leaned out of the window in the organ loft   cupboard of St Mary’s in the Valley and gazed up at the small round object bobbing to and fro in the sky above his head.

‘Can’t tell what it is, Ma,’ he exclaimed, straining to get a better view. ‘Blessed if I can make it out at all. Keeps coming and going like.’

‘You’ll be going if you lean out of the window any more,’ warned his wife sternly. ‘And then there’ll be nineteen fatherless mice in the parish!’

Mrs Peck looked anxiously towards the nineteen members of her family in question, struggling to catch a glimpse of the strange device as it kept appearing and then disappearing again behind the trees which lined the churchyard far below. ‘I wish it would make up its mind one way or the other,’ she said. ‘There’ll be a nasty accident soon.’

Mr Peck chose to ignore the remark. ‘What do you reckon, Ponty?’ he asked, addressing a portly figure hovering behind the supper table. ‘You’ve got good eyesight.’

Uncle Ponty glanced up guiltily from a plate of cheese. ‘It looks red to me,’ he said, hastily brushing some loose crumbs from his yellow waistcoat. ‘Perhaps something’s gone wrong with the sun,’ he added hopefully. ‘A sort of phenomena.’

‘It’d be a phenomena all right if it was!’ Uncle Washington’s voice broke in scornfully from the front of the crowd. ‘It’s comin’ from the west. Sun rises in the east – sets in the west. You can’t change nature. Besides, it isn’t bright enough.’

‘He’s right you know,’ said Mr Peck decidedly. ‘Anyway, the sun doesn’t move about like that thing. Hasn’t stayed still a second since we first spotted it.’

‘If you ask me,’ broke in Mrs Peck, before an argument had time to develop, ‘we’d better wake Grandpa. He’ll know what it is.’

‘Wake Grandpa!’ Mr Peck glanced towards a crumpled pile of blankets in a far corner of the room and shook his head doubtfully. ‘He won’t like it. It’s bad for his digestion.’

‘That thing out there’s bad for mine,’ said his wife briskly. ‘He’ll just have to lump it for once.’

‘Well, don’t say I didn’t warn you,’ replied Mr Peck gloomily. ‘He’s only just this minute nodded off.’

‘What’s that? What’s that? Who’s nodded off?’ The words were scarcely out of Mr Peck’s mouth before the blankets suddenly rose into the air and Grandpa Aristide emerged in his wheel-chair from beneath the folds and glared at the other occupants of the room.

‘What’s going on?’ he cried, thumping the floor with his stick. ‘Where’s me ear trumpet? Nobody ever tells me anything. Nobody cares whether I know what’s going on or not. Just because I’ve got my eyes closed and me head under the blankets, doesn’t mean to say I’m asleep.’

‘There’s a strange red thing in the sky, Grandpa,’ shouted Mrs Peck soothingly, when quiet had at last been restored. ‘And it’s coming this way.’

‘What’s that? What’s that? Speak up!’ shouted Grandpa Aristide impatiently.

Uncle Ponty pulled a box over to the business end of the conch-shell on wheels which served as Grandpa Aristide’s ear trumpet. ‘Are you there?’ he called as he clambered up.

‘Am I there?’ Grandpa Aristide rubbed his ear as he glared up at the speaker. ‘Of course I am. There’s no need to shout. I’m not deaf.’

‘I can’t see you from where I am,’ said Uncle Ponty testily. ‘You might have gone out for all I know.’

‘Gone out,’ grumbled Grandpa Aristide. ‘I never go out. Haven’t been out for years.’

Uncle Ponty drew a deep breath. ‘There’s a rather unusual round thing in the sky, Grandpa,’ he called, choosing his words with care. ‘We were wondering if you have any ideas –’

‘What’s that? Something unusual in the sky?’ Grandpa Aristide peered up at the window. ‘Can’t see a thing for that blessed great red balloon in the way,’ he exclaimed. ‘If someone likes to move that I might be able to tell you what it is.’

Grandpa Aristide’s words had a far greater effect than even he intended, for as one person his audience turned and gazed open-mouthed at the sight before their eyes.

‘A balloon!’ whistled Mr Peck. ‘See that, Ma? A bloomin’ great red balloon!’

‘It must have floated nearer while we were talking,’ said Mrs Peck, looking impressed in spite of herself.

‘Never seen one as big as that before,’ exclaimed Mr Peck.

Grandpa Aristide gave a snort as he reached for his blanket. ‘Do you mean to say I’ve had me post-prandials broken into just because of a balloon?’ he grumbled.

‘If you ask me that’s not just any old balloon, Grandpa,’ said Mr Peck. ‘I reckon it’s something special. Look – there’s a label tied on the side.’

‘And a bag,’ added Uncle Washington.

‘Looks important to me,’ agreed Uncle Ponty. ‘I wonder what’s in it?’

While the others were talking Mr Peck clambered up on to the window-ledge. ‘Chuck us up your umbrella, Washington,’ he called. ‘I’ll see if I can catch it.’

‘Careful!’ warned Mrs Peck. ‘If it hits up against the ivy it might go off.’

Putting their paws to their ears the rest of the family watched in silent awe as Mr Peck tried to nudge the end of the umbrella against the nozzle of the balloon, but a moment later a gasp of disappointment went up as it drifted tantalizingly out of reach again, and then, wafted on a current of air, began to spin in ever-decreasing circles as it slowly gathered speed in a downward direction.

‘Pssshaw! That’s done it!’ snorted Uncle Ponty. ‘Your blessed umbrella must have punctured it, Washin’ton.’

‘What do you mean, my umbrella punctured it?’ cried Uncle Washington. ‘I didn’t poke the thing.’

‘Let’s not argue,’ said Mrs Peck, pouring oil on troubled waters. ‘Let’s do something.’

‘Quite right, Ma.’ Mr Peck jumped down from the window-ledge and licked his paws with relish. ‘Let’s have some action. Line up everybody. Grandpa – get ready to sound the alarm.’

‘I’ll read out the code,’ said Uncle Washington importantly, as Grandpa Aristide, whose conch-shell also acted as a trumpet in times of emergency, got ready to blow.

‘Is all this really necessary?’ asked Mrs Peck.

Uncle Washington looked most upset. ‘We don’t know what’s in that bag down there,’ he said simply. ‘It might be anything. Some of us might not even be comin’ back.’

‘A Cupboardosity,’ he intoned, holding up his paw for silence as a shiver of apprehension ran round the Pecks’ living room, ‘never flinches in the face of danger.’

‘A Cupboardosity,’ sang out nineteen shrill voices, ‘never flinches in the face of danger.’

‘Unless it gets too near,’ murmured Uncle Ponty, helping himself to some gorgonzola cheese with the air of one whose every mouthful might well be his last.

‘Unless it gets too near,’ repeated one or two of the less quick-witted members of the family.

‘A Cupboardosity,’ continued Uncle Washington, choosing to ignore the unseemly interruption, ‘never deserts a fellow Cupboardosity.’

‘All for one,’ chorused his audience. ‘One for all.’

‘In sickness,’ said Uncle Washington.

‘In sickness.’

‘And in health.’

‘And in health.’ The echo of Uncle Washington’s words added itself to the mournful sound of Grandpa Aristide’s conch-shell and rebounded around the room with such volume and enthusiasm that Mrs Peck reached hastily for the cups and saucers on her dresser in case they should fall and break.

‘Wonderful thing edification, Ma,’ gasped Mr Peck, rushing to her aid. ‘All the same I sometimes wish it wasn’t quite so loud.’

‘Some of us,’ said Uncle Ponty pointedly, ‘are playin’ for time. What are you, Washin’ton – a mouse or a flea? Why don’t you get down below instead of standin’ there recitin’?’

Uncle Washington drew himself up to his full height and his face began to go a distinct purple colour as he sought for words with which to express himself.

‘For goodness’ sake,’ exclaimed Mrs Peck. ‘If you don’t hurry the thing will be blown away and then we shall never know what it was.’

‘Either that,’ said Mr Peck casually, ‘or the Grumblies might get there first.’

Grumblies was the name given by the mice to all humans who hunted them with guns, traps, poisoned bait, and other things too nasty to be mentioned in polite society. The very whisper of the word was enough to strike terror into the heart of even the bravest mouse and as, with a great scampering of feet, the room was suddenly laid bare of its occupants Mrs Peck cast a reproachful look in her husband’s direction.

‘I didn’t say they would get there first,’ said Mr Peck defensively. ‘I only said they might.’

He gave a fruity chuckle. ‘You must admit it got ’em moving, Ma. And got ’em back smartish,’ he added, as the thunder of many paws grew louder again, only this time with the added sound of something heavy being dragged along behind, bump, bump, bump, on the stairs.

‘I should be careful,’ warned Mrs Peck, as the leading group of mice staggered into the room and deposited their load on the floor. ‘It might be some kind of trap.’

‘Perhaps it’s food,’ said Uncle Ponty hopefully, as Uncle Washington crawled towards the bag and hooked the handle of his umbrella under the string.

‘Great steamin’ doorknobs!’ Uncle Washington suddenly sprang to life almost as if the end of the world was drawing near. ‘It’s not something – it’s someone!’

‘Gracious me!’ Mrs Peck voiced the thoughts of everyone else in the room as the top of the bag unrolled and revealed another mouse lying there with its eyes closed and its paws across its chest.

‘He’s still breathin’,’ announced Uncle Washington, putting an ear to the recumbent figure.

‘We’d better get him on the couch,’ said Uncle Ponty. ‘Stand back everyone and give him some air.’

‘Where on earth can he have come from?’ asked Mrs Peck.

‘Looks sort of foreign to me,’ said Mr Peck, as he helped lift the body. ‘Foreign and yet not foreign, if you know what I mean.’

‘Ssh!’ Mrs Peck silenced her husband with a wave of her paw as a faint stirring came from the figure on the couch. ‘I think he’s coming round. Perhaps he wants to say something.’

‘Where … where am I?’ asked a voice, so weak it could barely be heard.

‘You’re among friends,’ said Mr Peck, kneeling down beside the couch. ‘There’s no need to worry.’

‘You’re in an organ loft,’ explained Uncle Washington. ‘St Mary’s in the Valley. It’s a church in the country.’

‘But not far from the sea,’ interrupted Uncle Ponty, anxious to get a word in.

‘As the crow flies,’ agreed Uncle Washington reluctantly, ‘you could say we’re not far from the sea. They do say it’s possible to see France from the top of the church steeple on a clear day. I’ve never been up there, of course.’

‘Pah!’ Grandpa Aristide lifted up his blanket and gave a loud snort. ‘If you all talk at once the lad won’t know whether he’s on his head or his heels,’ he exclaimed.

‘Can you tell us your name?’ asked Mrs Peck gently, as the mouse sat up and looked around the circle of faces in great surprise.

‘1397869,’ replied the visitor promptly.

‘1397869?’ repeated Uncle Washington incredulously. ‘That’s not a name – that’s a number.’

‘That’s all we had where I come from,’ explained the mouse in a stronger voice. ‘There were rather a lot of us in the Home so we didn’t have any names – only numbers.’

‘The Home?’ echoed Uncle Ponty.

The Pecks’ visitor nodded. ‘The Home for Waifmice and Stray-mice. I didn’t like it there very much so I escaped.’

The Cupboardosities looked at him with renewed respect. ‘I’ve heard of that place,’ said Mr Peck. ‘Miles from anywhere. Mean to say you came all that way by yourself on a balloon?’

‘Not all the way,’ said the mouse. ‘I had to dig a hole under the wall first, and then I got inside a Grumbly’s lorry, and that took me to a Fair. After I’d had a ride on the roundabout and things, I found the balloon. I think there was a sort of race on …’

‘He’s right you know,’ said Uncle Washington excitedly. He held up the label which had been tied to the side of the balloon. ‘It says here “Please fill in your name and address and return immediately saying where found. A prize will be awarded to the finder of the balloon which travels the greatest distance”!’

‘A balloon race!’ Mr Peck gave a long low whistle as a buzz of excitement went round the room. ‘Fancy – and we’ve found it.’

‘It had got stuck in a tree,’ explained their visitor, ‘so I climbed up and tied my bag on the side and jumped in … and … and here I am. It wasn’t very difficult.’

‘It wasn’t very easy either by the sound of it,’ said Mrs Peck, amid general agreement. ‘What about your family? Won’t they be worried?’

The mouse looked most surprised at the question. ‘I haven’t got any family,’ he replied simply. ‘I was found on a doorstep.’

‘No family!’ The Cupboardosities looked at each other in consternation.

‘We’ll soon put an end to this state of affairs,’ said Mrs Peck decidedly. ‘You can come and live with us. One more mouth to feed won’t be a disaster. That is,’ she added, ‘if you’d like to be a Cupboardosity.’

‘A Cupboardosity?’ echoed the mouse doubtfully.

‘That’s a mouse who lives in a cupboard,’ explained Uncle Washington.

‘An organ loft cupboard,’ added Uncle Ponty. ‘Don’t forget that. Most important.’

‘Sometimes you’d help in the shop,’ said Mr Peck.

‘And sometimes in the house,’ added his wife.

‘We all take it in turns,’ said Uncle Ponty.

‘Most of us,’ interrupted Uncle Washington meaningly. ‘Some of us take more turns than others.’

‘In the summer we go fruit-picking,’ said Mr Peck hastily. ‘Storing up things for the winter.’

‘Strawberries,’ said Uncle Ponty, drooling at the thought. ‘And in the autumn it’s nuts and blackberries.’

The mouse thought for a moment, still hardly able to believe the sudden change in his fortunes. ‘It sounds very nice –’ he began.

‘T,’ broke in Mrs Peck. ‘If he stays he’ll have to have a name and it must begin with “T”.’

‘Ma always likes to have her children named alphabetically,’ explained Mr Peck. ‘It’s much less trouble in the long run.’

‘I’m Aristotle,’ said the tallest of the Pecks’ offspring, holding out his paw. ‘I helped carry you up the stairs.’ He pointed to the row of eager faces behind him. ‘This is Blaze and this is Cadwallader. Behind him there’s Desdemona, Ethel, Francesca, Gaston, Hildegard, Iolanthe, Justin and Kean.’

‘And I’m Ludowick,’ the next mouse in the line stepped forward as Aristotle paused for breath. ‘And this is Mordecat, Napoleon, Osborn, Peregrine, Quentin, Rowena and Sylvester.’

‘We can’t stop being alphabetical now,’ began Mrs Peck. As she spoke she glanced up at the window and then raised her paws in horror.

‘Mercy me!’ she cried. ‘Just look at the sun. It’s right overhead. It must be long past our bedtime. If we don’t get some sleep we shall never be able to work tonight.’

‘You’re right, Ma.’ Mr Peck stood up and gave his braces a loud thwack. ‘It’s all this talking lark,’ he said, stifling a yawn as he turned to their visitor. ‘I’m afraid you’ll have to go without a name for the time being. Never mind, we’ll think of something.’

‘Some people grow to look like their names,’ said Uncle Ponty darkly, getting ready to leave as the rest of the family scattered and began pulling out bunks and unloading blankets in preparation for bed. ‘Can’t be too careful.’

‘Look at Aunt Lettuce,’ agreed Uncle Washington, helping the other on with his coat. ‘Got to the stage lately where the old girl never goes out. Just sits there, moping, in that salad bowl of hers.’

Mr Peck gave another loud yawn and stretched himself as he led the visitor to a vacant bunk. ‘Park yourself down here,’ he said. ‘Ma’ll get you something to eat before you go to sleep. We’ll give it another think later on.’

‘How nice to have someone young about the house again,’ said Mrs Peck, as her husband rejoined the others. ‘With all the children growing up so fast I do believe we were beginning to get a bit stodgy. It feels different already. I do hope he stays.’

Mr Peck nodded. ‘We shan’t forget this Thursday in a hurry,’ he said, surveying the happy group on the other side of the room. ‘It’s been a Thursday to remember all right!’

‘Thursday!’

To everyone’s surprise, Grandpa Aristide, who had been sitting under his blanket recovering from his exertions with the conch-shell, suddenly came to life. ‘Thursday,’ he boomed. ‘That’s it. Very good name. Don’t know why no one thought of it before.’

‘Thursday!’ exclaimed Mrs Peck in surprise.

‘Thursday.’ Mr Peck repeated the word several times and then sat down savouring the result as he might have savoured
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A Mouse with far to go decides to Stay
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