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      Joan Aiken (1924–2004) was born in Rye, Sussex, She was the daughter of the American poet Conrad Aiken, and her step-father was English writer Martin Armstrong. For both Joan and her sister, novelist Jane Aiken Hodge, writing was in their blood.

       

      Joan Aiken wrote over a hundred books and is recognized as one of the classic children’s authors of the twentieth century. Amanda Craig, in The Times, wrote, ‘She was a consummate story-teller, one that each generation discovers anew’, and Philip Pullman said, ‘Joan Aiken’s invention seemed inexhaustible, her high spirits a blessing, her sheer story-telling zest a phenomenon. She was a literary treasure, and her books will continue to delight for many years to come.’

       

      She wrote her first novel, The Kingdom and the Cave, when she was just seventeen years old, and the story collection The Serial Garden, featuring the magical Armitage Family, spans her entire writing career, from her earliest published short story, ‘Yes, But Today is Tuesday’ to the stories she wrote at the end of her life. Her best-known books are The Wolves of Willoughby Chase chronicles and the Arabel’s Raven series. Joan Aiken received the Edgar Allan Poe Award in the United States as well as the Guardian Award for Fiction. She was decorated with an MBE for her services to children’s books.
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      Stories are mysterious things; they have a life of their own. Animals don’t tell each other stories – so far as we know! Man is the only creature that has thought of telling stories, and, once a story has been written or told, it becomes independent of its creator and goes wandering off by itself. Think of Cinderella, or Beauty and the Beast – we don’t know where they came from, but they are known by people all over the world.

      A story is very powerful. If I start to tell you a story, you are almost sure to stop and listen to it. It’s like hypnotism – or a small piece of magic. Indeed, stories often have been used for magic, by priests or medicine men. There used to be special stories kept secret and only used on rare special occasions: stories that would heal sickness, or give victory in battle. Storytellers, in primitive times, were treated with great respect, probably given extra large rations of mastodon steak, when the cavemen were all sitting round the tribal fire. In those days, before anything was written down, stories were the means by which important facts were stored and remembered. In a way it is still so. Think how much easier it is to remember that Alfred was the king who burned the cakes than what his dates were; I bet if I stopped anybody in the street and asked them what they knew about King Alfred, those cakes are what they would remember, not which year it happened!

      People sometimes ask me: How do you write a story? How do you set about it? How do you get your ideas? And I always say, first you have to have ingredients. You couldn’t go into an empty kitchen and expect to be able to cook a dinner. A writer, like a good cook, is always on the look-out for ingredients that might come in handy. Sometimes they are the things you read in the newspaper – the woman who buys a raffle ticket with her last pound and wins a million, the violinist who leaves his Stradivarius in a taxi, the man who trains his dog to bark at Salvation Army bands. Sometimes they come from dreams. I keep a little notebook and write down all these things in it.

      I don’t really believe there is such a thing as ‘a born storyteller’, especially when it is applied to me! Storytellers aren’t born, they have to learn. It is a craft; like oil painting or ballet dancing, you don’t just come to it naturally. A story needs to be carefully built up – like a house of cards – one thing balancing on top of another. And then the end, when you get to it, ought to be a little bit surprising, but satisfying, too, to make the reader think, ‘Yes, of course, that’s it! Why didn’t I think of that?’ I can remember exactly the moment when I realized the importance of that surprise, while telling my brother a story on a walk, and I rushed home, and wrote the story down. It was a story about a princess who turned into a parrot. That was when I was about sixteen, and I’ve never forgotten it. Stories are fun to write! They are, or should be, like a sleigh-ride, and once you get on course, then some terrific power, like the power of gravity, takes command and whizzes you off to an unknown destination.

      A very important element in a story is the setting – where it all takes place. Some of the stories I’ve written have their settings and surroundings so firmly in my mind that I can call them back whenever I want to. ‘The Boy with a Wolf’s Foot’ was written when I travelled back and forth to London every day, along a railway line whose stations all seemed to begin with W. ‘The Rain Child’ came when I had a job picking apples in a huge series of orchards. ‘Moonshine in the Mustard Pot’ is a mixture of Paris and the beautiful city of York. My daughter lived for a time in both these cities and I visited her there, and the grandmother in the story is a mix of my daughter and myself. ‘A Harp of Fishbones’ is purely invention, but I know that mountainside and that ruined city as well as if I had lived there all my life. The stories that have the strongest settings are my favourites. I like to revisit them from time to time, and that is like going back to stay in a house, or piece of country, that one has known since childhood; it is a happy, refreshing thing to do.

      Reading is and always will be one of my greatest pleasures, and I love to re-read books and stories that have been favourites for years, and I particularly like to re-visit some of my own short stories, as they too have now taken on that mysterious life of their own. Favourite stories, like unexpected presents, are things that you can keep and cherish all your life, carry with you in memory, in your mind’s ear, and bring out at any time, when you are feeling lonely or need cheering up, or, like friends, just because you are fond of them. That is the way I feel about some of these stories.

      One of the nicest letters that I ever had from a reader said: ‘Your stories are such a gift, they make me feel as though I dimly remember them. I seem to know the characters and places from long ago, like a forgotten dream…’

      Maybe they will feel like that for you too, and become some of your own favourites – after all, where do our stories really come from?

      Who knows?

      Joan Aiken 

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              All You’ve Ever Wanted
            

          

        

      

      Matilda, you will agree, was a most unfortunate child. Not only had she three names each worse than the others – Matilda, Eliza and Agatha – but her father and mother died shortly after she was born, and she was brought up exclusively by her six aunts. These were all energetic women, and so on Monday Matilda was taught Algebra and Arithmetic by her Aunt Aggie, on Tuesday, Biology by her Aunt Beattie, on Wednesday Classics by her Aunt Cissie, on Thursday Dancing and Deportment by her Aunt Dorrie, on Friday Essentials by her Aunt Effie, and on Saturday French by her Aunt Florrie. Friday was the most alarming day, as Matilda never knew beforehand what Aunt Effie would decide on as the day’s Essentials – sometimes it was cooking, or revolver practice, or washing, or boiler-making (‘For you never know what a girl may need nowadays’ as Aunt Effie rightly observed). So that by Sunday, Matilda was often worn out, and thanked her stars that her seventh aunt, Gertie, had left for foreign parts many years before, and never threatened to come back and teach her Geology or Grammar on the only day when she was able to do as she liked.

      However, poor Matilda was not entirely free from her Aunt Gertie, for on her seventh birthday, and each one after it, she received a little poem wishing her well, written on pink paper, decorated with silver flowers, and signed ‘Gertrude Isabel Jones, to her niece, with much affection’. And the terrible disadvantage of the poems, pretty though they were, was that the wishes in them invariably came true. For instance the one on her eighth birthday read:

      
        
          
             

            Now you are eight Matilda dear

            May shining gifts your place adorn

            And each day through the coming year

            Awake you with a rosy morn.

          

        

      

      The shining gifts were all very well – they consisted of a torch, a luminous watch, pins, needles, a steel soapbox and a useful little silver brooch which said ‘Matilda’ in case she ever forgot her name – but the rosy morns were a great mistake. As you know, a red sky in the morning is the shepherd’s warning, and the fatal results of Aunt Gertie’s well-meaning verse was that it rained every day for the entire year.

      Another one read:

      
        
          
             

            Each morning make another friend

            Who’ll be with you till light doth end,

            Cheery and frolicsome and gay,

            To pass the sunny hours away.

          

        

      

      For the rest of her life Matilda was overwhelmed by the number of friends she made in the course of that year –three hundred and sixty-five of them. Every morning she found another of them, anxious to cheer her and frolic with her, and the aunts complained that her lessons were being constantly interrupted. The worst of it was that she did not really like all the friends – some of them were so very cheery and frolicsome, and insisted on pillow-fights when she had toothache, or sometimes twenty-one of them would get together and make her play hockey, which she hated. She was not even consoled by the fact that all her hours were sunny, because she was so busy in passing them away that she had no time to enjoy them.

      
        
          
             

            Long miles and weary though you stray

            Your friends are never far away,

            And every day though you may roam,

            Yet night will find you back at home

          

        

      

      was another inconvenient wish. Matilda found herself forced to go for long, tiresome walks in all weathers, and it was no comfort to know that her friends were never far away, for although they often passed her on bicycles or in cars, they never gave her lifts.

      However, as she grew older, the poems became less troublesome, and she began to enjoy bluebirds twittering in the garden, and endless vases of roses on her window-sill. Nobody knew where Aunt Gertie lived, and she never put in an address with her birthday greetings. It was therefore impossible to write and thank her for her varied good wishes, or hint that they might have been more carefully worded. But Matilda looked forward to meeting her one day, and thought that she must be a most interesting person.

      ‘You never knew what Gertrude would be up to next,’ said Aunt Cissie. ‘She was a thoughtless girl, and got into endless scrapes, but I will say for her, she was very good-hearted.’

      When Matilda was nineteen she took a job in the Ministry of Alarm and Despondency, a very cheerful place where, instead of typewriter ribbon, they used red tape, and there was a large laundry basket near the main entrance labelled The Usual Channels where all the letters were put which people did not want to answer themselves. Once every three months the letters were re-sorted and dealt out afresh to different people.

      Matilda got on very well here and was perfectly happy. She went to see her six aunts on Sundays, and had almost forgotten the seventh by the time that her twentieth birthday had arrived. Her aunt, however, had not forgotten.

      On the morning of her birthday Matilda woke very late, and had to rush off to work cramming her letters unopened into her pocket, to be read later on in the morning. She had no time to read them until ten minutes to eleven, but that, she told herself, was as it should be, since, as she had been born at eleven in the morning, her birthday did not really begin till then.

      Most of the letters were from her 365 friends, but the usual pink and silver envelope was there, and she opened it with the usual feeling of slight uncertainty.

      
        
          
             

            May all your leisure hours be blest

            Your work prove full of interest,

            Your life hold many happy hours

            And all your way be strewn with flowers

          

        

      

      said the pink and silver slip in her fingers. ‘From your affectionate Aunt Gertrude.’

      Matilda was still pondering this when a gong sounded in the passage outside. This was the signal for everyone to leave their work and dash down the passage to a trolley which sold them buns and coffee. Matilda left her letters and dashed with the rest. Sipping her coffee and gossiping with her friends, she had forgotten the poem, when the voice of the Minister of Alarm and Despondency himself came down the corridor.

      ‘What is all this? What does this mean?’ he was saying.

      The group round the trolley turned to see what he was talking about. And then Matilda flushed scarlet and spilt some of her coffee on the floor. For all along the respectable brown carpeting of the passage were growing flowers in the most riotous profusion – daisies, campanulas, crocuses, mimosa, foxgloves, tulips and lotuses. In some places the passage looked more like a jungle than anything else. Out of this jungle the little red-faced figure of the Minister fought its way.

      ‘Who did it?’ he said. But nobody answered.

      Matilda went quietly away from the chattering group and pushed through the vegetation to her room, leaving a trail of buttercups and rhododendrons across the floor to her desk.

      ‘I can’t keep this quiet,’ she thought desperately. And she was quite right. Mr Willoughby, who presided over the General Gloom Division, noticed almost immediately that when his secretary came in to his room, there was something unusual about her.

      ‘Miss Jones,’ he said, ‘I don’t like to be personal, but have you noticed that wherever you go, you leave a trail of mixed flowers?’

      Poor Matilda burst into tears.

      ‘I know, I don’t know what I shall do about it,’ she sobbed.

      Mr Willoughby was not used to secretaries who burst into tears, let alone ones who left lobelias, primroses and the rarer forms of cactus behind them when they entered the room.

      ‘It’s very pretty,’ he said. ‘But not very practical. Already it’s almost impossible to get along the passage, and I shudder to think what this room will be like when these have grown a bit higher. I really don’t think you can go on with it, Miss Jones.’

      ‘You don’t think I do it on purpose, do you?’ said Matilda sniffing into her handkerchief. ‘I can’t stop it. They just keep on coming.’

      ‘In that case I am afraid,’ replied Mr Willoughby, ‘that you will not be able to keep on coming. We really cannot have the Ministry overgrown in this way. I shall be very sorry to lose you, Miss Jones. You have been most efficient. What caused this unfortunate disability, may I ask?’

      ‘It’s a kind of spell,’ Matilda said, shaking the damp out of her handkerchief on to a fine polyanthus.

      ‘But my dear girl,’ Mr Willoughby exclaimed testily, ‘you have a National Magic Insurance card, haven’t you? Good heavens – why don’t you go to the Public Magician?’

      ‘I never thought of that,’ she confessed. ‘I’ll go at lunchtime.’

      Fortunately for Matilda the Public Magician’s office lay just across the square from where she worked, so that she did not cause too much disturbance, though the Borough Council could never account for the rare and exotic flowers which suddenly sprang up in the middle of their dusty lawns.

      The Public Magician received her briskly, examined her with an occultiscope, and asked her to state particulars of her trouble.

      ‘It’s a spell,’ said Matilda, looking down at a pink Christmas rose growing unseasonably beside her chair.

      ‘In that case we can soon help you. Fill in that form, if you please.’ He pushed a printed slip at her across the table.

      It said: ‘To be filled in by persons suffering from spells, incantations, philtres, Evil Eye, etc.’

      Matilda filled in name and address of patient, nature of spell, and date, but when she came to name and address of person by whom spell was cast, she paused.

      ‘I don’t know her address,’ she said.

      ‘Then I’m afraid you’ll have to find it. Can’t do anything without an address,’ the Public Magician replied.

      Matilda went out into the street very disheartened. The Public Magician could do nothing better than advise her to put an advertisement into The Times and the International Sorcerers’ Bulletin, which she accordingly did:

      
         

        AUNT GERTRUDE PLEASE COMMUNICATE 

        MATILDA MUCH DISTRESSED BY LAST POEM 

      

      While she was in the Post Office sending off her advertisements (and causing a good deal of confusion by the number of forget-me-nots she left about), she wrote and posted her resignation to Mr Willoughby, and then went sadly to the nearest Underground Station.

      ‘Aintcher left something behind?’ a man said to her at the top of the escalator. She looked back at the trail of daffodils across the station entrance and hurried anxiously down the stairs. As she ran round a corner at the bottom angry shouts told her that blooming lilies had interfered with the works and the escalator had stopped.

      She tried to hide in the gloom at the far end of the platform, but a furious station official found her.

      ‘Wotcher mean by it?’ he said, shaking her elbow. ‘It’ll take three days to put the station right, and look at my platform!’

      The stone slabs were split and pushed aside by vast peonies, which kept growing, and threatened to block the line.

      ‘It isn’t my fault – really it isn’t,’ poor Matilda stammered.

      ‘The Company can sue you for this, you know,’ he began, when a train came in. Pushing past him, she squeezed into the nearest door.

      She began to thank her stars for the escape, but it was too soon. A powerful and penetrating smell of onions rose round her feet where the white flowers of wild garlic had sprung.

       

      When Aunt Gertie finally read the advertisement in a ten-months-old copy of the International Sorcerers’ Bulletin, she packed her luggage and took the next aeroplane back to England. For she was still just as Aunt Cissie had described her – thoughtless, but very good-hearted.

      ‘Where is the poor child?’ she asked Aunt Aggie.

      ‘I should say she was poor,’ her sister replied tartly. ‘It’s a pity you didn’t come home before, instead of making her life a misery for twelve years. You’ll find her out in the summerhouse.’

      Matilda had been living out there ever since she left the Ministry of Alarm and Despondency, because her aunts kindly but firmly, and quite reasonably, said that they could not have the house filled with vegetation.

      She had an axe, with which she cut down the worst growths every evening, and for the rest of the time she kept as still as she could, and earned some money by doing odd jobs of typing and sewing.

      ‘My poor dear child,’ Aunt Gertie said breathlessly, ‘I had no idea that my little verses would have this sort of effect. What ever shall we do?’

      ‘Please do something,’ Matilda implored her, sniffing. This time it was not tears, but a cold she had caught from living in perpetual draughts.

      ‘My dear, there isn’t anything I can do. It’s bound to last till the end of the year – that sort of spell is completely unalterable.’

      ‘Well, at least you can stop sending me the verses?’ asked Matilda. ‘I don’t want to sound ungrateful…’

      ‘Even that I can’t do,’ her aunt said gloomily. ‘It’s a banker’s order at the Magician’s Bank. One a year from seven to twenty-one. Oh, dear, and I thought it would be such fun for you. At least you only have one more, though.’

      ‘Yes, but heaven knows what that’ll be.’ Matilda sneezed despondently and put another sheet of paper into her typewriter. There seemed to be nothing to do but wait. However, they did decide that it might be a good thing to go and see the Public Magician on the morning of Matilda’s twenty-first birthday.

      Aunt Gertie paid the taxi-driver and tipped him heavily not to grumble about the mess of delphiniums sprouting out of the mat of his cab.

      ‘Good heavens, if it isn’t Gertrude Jones!’ the Public Magician exclaimed. ‘Haven’t seen you since we were at college together. How are you? Same old irresponsible Gertie? Remember that hospital you endowed with endless beds and the trouble it caused? And the row with the cigarette manufacturers over the extra million boxes of cigarettes for the soldiers?’

      When the situation was explained to him he laughed heartily.

      ‘Just like you, Gertie. Well-meaning isn’t the word.’

      At eleven promptly, Matilda opened her pink envelope.

      
        
          
             

            Matilda, now you’re twenty-one,

            May you have every sort of fun;

            May you have all you’ve ever wanted,

            And every future wish be granted.

          

        

      

      ‘Every future wish be granted – then I wish Aunt Gertie would lose her power of wishing,’ cried Matilda; and immediately Aunt Gertie did.

      But as Aunt Gertie with her usual thoughtlessness had said, ‘May you have all you’ve ever wanted’ Matilda had quite a lot of rather inconvenient things to dispose of, including a lion cub and a baby hippopotamus.
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