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Background Notes

In Sweden, where Findus and Pettson live, it is not Father Christmas who brings children their Christmas presents but the Yule Tomte (Jultomten). ’The Tomte’, as Swedes call him, is shorter and thinner than Father Christmas and is sometimes seen riding on a goat. He prefers to deliver presents right through the front door. Instead of stealing into the house at night, he comes after dinner on Christmas Eve and asks directly, ‘Are there any good children here?’

Lucia Day, 13 December, is a popular festival in Sweden. It honours a Sicilian saint whose name Lucia comes from the Latin word for light (lux). Lucia symbolises new hope, reminding Swedes at the darkest time of the year that the days will soon grow longer again. They celebrate with candlelit processions and singing, and a Lucia concert is broadcast live on national radio and TV. A typical celebration is led by a ’Lucia’, someone dressed like the saint in a white gown and a red sash and wearing a crown of burning candles. Lucia or her companions may offer something to eat, usually gingerbread biscuits or saffron buns. Children who hold a procession for their parents often serve them breakfast.

Christopher Polhem (also Polhammar) was a Swedish scientist, industrialist and inventor who lived from 1661 to 1751. He was a skilled engineer; in his life he repaired astronomical clocks and worked on mining technology, dams and sluices and canals. He was also an educator and set up a special school called Laboratorium Mechanicum to teach technology and engineering. It was here that he used the ’mechanical alphabet’ that Pettson thinks about in this book. This was a series of simple wooden models that showed different types of mechanical movement, such as the transfer of one type of movement into another. Polhem thought that if you knew the mechanical alphabet, you could build any machine you wanted – much like knowledge of the ordinary alphabet allows you to form words and sentences.
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Chapter 1

Snow fell on Pettson’s farm. It had fallen for the better part of a week and a white blanket now covered the old house, woodshed, outhouse, henhouse and workshop. The surrounding fields and meadows lay soft and white, and in the forest each branch was trimmed with snow. Everything looked just the way it should when Christmas is near.
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Pettson and Findus the cat sat in the kitchen eating porridge for lunch. They watched the snowflakes dance about outside the window.

‘Not long until Christmas, Findus,’ said Pettson.

Findus was squinting between his thumb-claw and fore-claw and pretending to catch snowflakes.

‘Really… How not long?’ he said, pinching a snowflake.

‘Twenty-four days.’

Findus jerked and stared at Pettson in horror. ‘Twenty-four days! But that’s ages! A week at least!’

‘Not at all, it goes quickly. And there’s plenty to do before then. Bake gingerbread, clean, get our Christmas tree and presents –’

‘Why can’t the Yule Tomte bring us presents?’ Findus interrupted him. ‘The Yule Tomte? What do you know about him?’ Pettson looked with surprise at the cat. He had never spoken of the Yule Tomte before. Cats usually celebrate Christmas without one. But, as we all know, Findus was no ordinary cat.

‘I heard that the Yule Tomte comes with Christmas presents. I think he could come to us as well,’ said Findus.

‘Yes, well. Perhaps he doesn’t know we are here,’ said Pettson. ‘Not know we are here?! But where else would we be!’ Findus said, astounded. ‘Can’t you tell him about us?’

Pettson chewed his porridge to give himself time to think. By all means Findus could believe that the Yule Tomte might come. But he was reluctant to promise too much.

‘Hmm… perhaps…’ he said at length. ‘It’s just that contacting him is a bit touch and go. No one knows where he lives. But there’s a trick that used to work when I was little. Not always, mind. You never know with the Yule Tomte.’

‘Have you been little?’ Findus eyed the old man curiously. ‘Why certainly,’ said Pettson. ‘Everyone has.’

‘Did you have a beard then too?’

‘Of course I did. I was just the same, only smaller.’
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‘How small were you?’

‘Let’s see… Half a metre or so. Then a whole one…’

Findus giggled, then asked again, ‘But what did you do with the Yule Tomte?’

‘Right, yes. You list the presents you’d like on a piece of paper, then put it in a snowball,’ Pettson explained. ‘In the evening you make a snow lantern in the yard and put the snowball with the list on top. The next morning, if the lantern has collapsed you can be fairly sure the Yule Tomte has taken your list, and so maybe he will come at Christmas.’

Findus bounced excitedly. ‘Let’s do it!’

All Findus could think to wish for was another ski. Pettson meant to make a pair for him last winter, but he only finished one of them. Then other things got in the way, and come spring and summer the skis were forgotten. But Findus thought Pettson could make the second ski himself. From the Yule Tomte he wanted a surprise. Pettson wrote ‘Surprise’.
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‘And I want him to come to us. Write that as well,’ said Findus. Pettson wrote, ‘The Yule Tomte to come at Christmas.’

‘There,’ he said. ‘We’ll put it in a snow lantern – when you’ve finished your porridge.’

‘I… saved it for the hens,’ said Findus. ‘They love lumpy cold porridge. Let’s go make the lantern!’
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They built it outside the kitchen window so they could see it from the table. Findus put the last snowball in place. In it was his wish list.

‘Now we wait until dark before lighting it. The candle won’t last otherwise,’ said Pettson.

‘Won’t the Yule Tomte come before then?’ wondered Findus.

‘No,’ said Pettson. ‘We need to light it first. And it must be dark. He doesn’t like to be seen without good reason.’

For a little cat like Findus, waiting for darkness to come is very hard work. They fetched firewood and cleared snow, yet for all the time this took it was still daylight. Once they were back inside, Findus asked what time it got dark.

‘At three – four o’clock.’ ‘When’s three – four o’clock?’

‘Not for hours. Just keep an eye on the clock.’

Findus went into the front room and looked at the cuckoo clock on the wall. He sat there for a long time.

‘Pettson! It’s no use. No matter how much I watch the clock it won’t get dark.’

Pettson came in and looked at the clock. It had stopped.

He wound it up and turned the minute hand. Each time the hand pointed straight up he had to stop and wait for the cuckoo to jump out and sing. After much cuckooing the clock was set to half past one.

‘When the long hand points straight up and the little hand points at the four, it’s four o’clock. It should be dark then,’ said Pettson. ‘Now go and do something else. A watched pot never boils.’

Findus practised hopping backwards along the settee. Now and then he would look out of the window to see if it was dark yet. Then he would look at the clock again. So slow! he thought. It hardly moved at all.

Finally he climbed on a chair and turned the minute hand. The cuckoo jumped out and sang, first three and then four times. Findus ran to the kitchen where Pettson sat reading the newspaper.
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‘It’s four o’clock and dark now!’ he called. ‘Time to light the lantern!’

‘Not so fast,’ said Pettson, peering at the cat over his spectacles. ‘I heard what you were up to in there. It’s still light. It will be dark when we can no longer see the lantern.’

Findus perched on the table and looked outside. Dusk had started to gather, but not even Findus could say it was dark yet.
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Then again, it wasn’t so very visible, that snow lantern, he thought, narrowing his eyes. I’ve seen other things much more clearly. His eyes were almost shut by now.

‘Pettson, I can’t see the lantern any more. We should probably light it.’

The old man looked up to see the cat sitting there as if asleep. He sighed and put down his newspaper.

‘Time is really dragging today,’ he said. ‘I’ll get the matches.’
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Findus was back on the kitchen table, watching the snow lantern glimmering outside. It grew darker and darker, and soon all he could see was the bright room reflected in the windowpane. To see out he lay with his face close to the glass. He wanted to see the Yule Tomte.

‘It may take a while,’ said Pettson. ‘I doubt he will come before bedtime. He’s probably hiding behind a tree waiting for you to drop off. Then he’ll sneak over.’

Findus pretended to sleep, keeping his eyes open just a crack. He saw the snow lantern’s weak light. Everything else was dark. And without his noticing it, his eyes closed all the way and he fell asleep.
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Chapter 2

‘The Yule Tomte’s coming! The Yule Tomte’s coming! The snow lantern’s collapsed and he’s taken my list! I’m getting a surprise!’

Findus had rushed into the henhouse, wild with excitement. It was early morning and the hens were barely awake. They had no idea what the cat was talking about, only that it was something frightful. There was much flapping and cackling.

‘The Tom-tom’s c-c-coming! The snow lantern c-c-collapsed! Help! He’s taken the list! Pettson! Help!’

Pettson came running to calm them.

‘There, there! Everything’s fine. Findus, stop it!’

The hens settled down a bit.

‘What happened is that yesterday we built a snow lantern for the Yule Tomte,’ explained Pettson. ‘We asked him to bring Findus a Christmas present. It’s perfectly safe. The Yule Tomte is friendly.’

‘We want Chri-christmas presents, too,’ said the hens. ‘When’s he coming? Where’s the slow lantern?’

‘Yes, yes. You will get presents. He’s not coming just yet, if at all. We don’t know for sure. Don’t worry about it. Go back to sleep… or lay eggs or whatever. There, there! Bye-bye now.’

The hens were still clucking, rather doubtfully, as Pettson and Findus left and shut the door.

‘You mustn’t get under their feathers like that,’ tutted Pettson. ‘It only upsets them.’
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‘But I wanted to share the good news. Can’t we celebrate?’

‘Of course we can. But we don’t want to bother them for no reason. It isn’t absolutely certain that the Yule Tomte will come at all.’

‘But…’ Findus gave the old man a questioning look. ‘The lantern was toppled, the list was gone. You said…’

Pettson saw his disappointment.

‘Cheer up,’ he said. ‘He’s coming, I’m sure of it.’

’The lantern trick always worked when I was little. Only now that I am older, I don’t understand how it worked. Which is why I’m a bit cautious. But that’s not for you to worry about. Let’s hope he comes, one way or another.’

‘What do you mean, one way or another?’ demanded Findus.

‘Well, he might not necessarily come to the door but he could leave a sack of presents.’

‘I thought he was meant to come to the door. We already have loads of sacks.’ Findus was unhappy.

‘We’ll see,’ Pettson tried to comfort him. ‘You never know. That’s what makes it so exciting.’

Just as Pettson was trying to think of ways to cheer him up, Lasse and Josefina, the neighbour’s children, came up the lane. Findus liked to play with them, so he forgot about the Yule Tomte and ran to meet them. They had come to buy eggs.

Pettson served juice and biscuits and the children described what happened when the Yule Tomte came at Christmas. The cat’s curiosity grew. He hopped onto the table and pricked up his ears, not wanting to miss a single word.
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Pettson saw how interested Findus was. But all this Yule Tomte-talk made him uneasy. It could complicate things. He’d rather Findus got the impression that the Yule Tomte was unpredictable. So he said that when he was little you never knew if the Yule Tomte was coming or not.

But the children disagreed. ’Not at all’, they said. The Yule Tomte came every year. They’d wait at the window and watch for his lantern. And when he knocked on the door, they would run to open it. Usually he came in for a glass of mulled wine and to give out presents. But once he just dropped off his sack and didn’t stay.

‘There!’ said Pettson. ‘That’s how it goes sometimes – often, actually. When I was little he’d just throw us the sack, say “Merry Christmas”, and leave. We hardly caught a glimpse of him. I expect this is still fairly normal.’

Then Lasse told how in Britain the Yule Tomte climbs down the chimney. Children hang up their stockings in the evening. The next morning they are filled with presents.

Findus cast a sceptical glance at the stove, where some woolly socks dangled to dry. But the idea tickled Pettson. What if they did that instead? If he could convince Findus it was a better way to get his Christmas presents, his problems would be solved.
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‘That sounds smart, Findus!’ he said brightly. ‘The British are so inventive. I think we should do the same as them: hang a stocking over the fireplace, find our presents there next morning, and that way know the Yule Tomte’s been! Good, don’t you think?’

The cat glared at him. ‘It should be a real Yule Tomte who knocks on the door, not socks,’ he hissed.

‘Well I think it’s a fine idea,’ said Pettson, mainly to himself. But he understood that Findus wanted the very same Yule Tomte as the children. There was no way around it.

[image: Image]

Findus followed the children out when they left. Pettson stood and watched them for a while. He was going to have to prepare the cat for the fact that not all Yule Tomtes came in and drank mulled wine. Not all liked to be seen, let alone talk that much.

When the children had disappeared up the lane, Findus returned with snow in his fur. He shook himself off.

‘Pettson,’ he said. ‘Did you hear how the Yule Tomte always comes at Christmas? That means he must come here as well, now that we’ve asked him to. Otherwise it’s not fair.’

‘I agree,’ said Pettson. ‘I hope he does. You will get your Christmas presents, I promise.’

‘The only present I want is for him to come, so I can see him. If he doesn’t I shall never like Christmas ever again!’

Pettson knew he meant every word. Without a visit from the Yule Tomte, Findus would be heartbroken and Christmas ruined. The cat would think that the Yule Tomte came to everybody in the world but him, which is enough to make anybody miserable. Pettson would simply have to think up a Yule Tomte that did show up. But how?

‘Don’t be sad, Findus,’ he said. ‘I’m sure he will come to you too.’ ‘Promise?’ Findus perked up a little.

Pettson hesitated one last time. Then he said, ‘Yes. I promise.’

And with that Pettson found himself with a new worry, one which would occupy him for the next twenty-four days. As yet he had no idea what to do. Surely something will come along, he thought.

But a stocking over the fireplace would have been so much easier.
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Chapter 3

While Pettson was out shovelling snow next day, his mind turned to the Yule Tomte he had promised Findus. You should never make a promise you can’t keep. Now he didn’t know what to do. He could hardly ask a neighbour to be Yule Tomte for a cat! People would think he was potty. Nor could he play the part himself and leave Findus on his own.

No, I’ll have to… make one somehow, he thought. ‘But… I can’t just stand a Yule Tomte puppet at the door; it has to move to be convincing. I need to build a figure that can come to the door and knock, then give us our presents and leave. And ideally say ‘Merry Christmas’, as well. How am I to do all that? I can’t! It’s not possible.’

He gave a heave with his shovel, and then paused again.

Or is it? he wondered. Machines move. And puppets move when you pull a string. Maybe it’s not altogether impossible…

He stood there pondering, his shovel piled with snow. Findus stole up behind him, leapt up and yelled, ‘BOO!’ in his ear. Pettson yelped and tipped the snow onto his trousers.

‘Did I scare you?’ said Findus cheerily.

‘Yes, actually,’ said Pettson, brushing himself off. ‘I was thinking of something.’

‘Is it an invention? It looked like you were building something tricky in your head.’

Pettson gave a laugh. ‘Tricky is the right word.’

‘What is it?’ said Findus, circling around the old man’s feet. ‘Is it fun? A surprise? For me?’

‘Nope, it’s not at all fun,’ said Pettson, doing his best to sound nonchalant. ‘It’s a very boring invention.’

‘So what is it?’ prodded Findus. ‘What is it what is it what is it?’ Pettson squeezed a snowball.
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‘It’s… a snowball launcher! For throwing snowballs at annoying cats who ask too many questions!’

He threw the snowball at Findus. The cat dodged and at once they were in a full-blown snowball fight. Eventually, Pettson’s hat got knocked off and he slipped and landed in a snowdrift.

‘Phew! That’s enough,’ he said. ‘Time to go in and hang you up to dry. Your fur is soaking! Which reminds me, I should get some more logs. The fire’s surely gone out by now.’

If I build a Yule Tomte it will be like this the whole time, thought Pettson as he went inside. With Findus constantly wondering what I am doing. He needs to help me like normal – but without seeing what I’m really up to. I must find something else, something similar, that I can say we are building. But what looks like a moving Yule Tomte puppet?

He opened the stove door. ‘I knew it! It’s gone out,’ he muttered. ‘There should be automatic stoves that feed themselves wood when they need it.’

‘What did you say?’ said Findus.

‘I said there should be automatic firewood feeding… That’s what I said!’

‘What did you say, an auto-whatsit?’
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‘An automatic firewood feeder,’ said Pettson. ‘That puts wood on the fire.

It stands in front here. When a log has burnt down it knocks on the door and says, “Are there any good… logs here?” No, forget that last bit. All it has to do is open the door and throw in a sack… or rather a log, and then go away.’

‘Go away?’ said Findus surprised.

‘No. STAY,’ said Pettson. ‘It stays. In front of the stove. And every half hour or so it throws in another log.’

‘So it doesn’t need to knock first?’ said Findus.

‘Well, no,’ said Pettson. ‘Of course it doesn’t need to knock first. Not it at any rate.’

‘Not it?’ Findus eyed the scatter-brained man suspiciously. ‘What do you mean “not it”? You’re acting peculiar, Pettson. Why not sit down and have some coffee? Sounds like you need it.’

‘Yes, please. That’s a good idea.’

Pettson settled with a cup of coffee and a pen and paper. He slurped on his coffee and drew some lines.

‘What is that?’ wondered Findus.

‘I’m drawing the firewood feeder. That’s the stove there’, said Pettson.

‘Here’s the door.’ ‘I see.’
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There was silence while Pettson stared into the distance. He took another slurp.

‘All you have to draw now is that automatic woodamagig,’ said Findus after a while.

Pettson gave him a pained look.

‘I can’t concentrate with you watching me like that,’ he said. ‘Go outside.

Do something. Take a nap like normal cats do.’ ‘We only just got up!’ said the cat.

‘No matter,’ said Pettson, a bit impatient now. ‘Have a nap in a kitchen cupboard. Hush now, I nearly had an idea.’

Pettson lost himself in thought. It was clearly interesting to devise a moving Yule Tomte, even though it had seemed unthinkable only minutes earlier.

Resting in a kitchen cupboard was an unusually good idea for such a muddleheaded fellow, thought Findus. Not that I feel particularly tired, but it has been ages since I’ve snuggled in a stew pot.
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Chapter 4

Pettson sat in the front room and tried to picture how things would be at Christmas.

Let’s see. We’ve had dinner and are sitting here on the settee, he thought. The Christmas tree is lit, the stove is warm and it’s dark outside. I’ve got the Yule Tomte into the hall without Findus noticing – how, I have no idea.

Then there’s a knock on the door. Findus runs over, wanting to meet the Yule Tomte. And when it opens he sees a bunch of cogs and levers, and screams, ‘Help, a Yule Tomte machine!’ And Christmas is ruined. We can’t have that. No, Findus mustn’t get too close. We need to stay seated.

The Yule Tomte has to appear in the doorway somehow, thought Pettson. If it is a small one and just peeks in, if the light is dim then there’s a chance. But then what? When the presents are delivered and I can’t hold Findus back any longer and he runs out to the hall, the Yule Tomte must be gone. And if Findus opens the front door to see what’s become of him, there can’t be a machine standing there. How is that at all possible?

It seemed Pettson had given himself a hopeless task. He went out to the hall and looked around and scratched his beard. With his arms he measured the distance to the door. He opened the front door and took another look at the porch, noting the swing of the door as it opened.

When Findus saw the old man doing this, he started to copy him. He paced across the hall, measured Pettson’s feet, picked up a boot…

Pettson stared at him. ‘What are you doing?’
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‘Helping,’ said Findus. ‘What are you looking for?’

‘I’m not,’ said Pettson. Any more than that he was reluctant to say, so he continued to study the hall and think.

‘What aren’t you looking for?’ asked Findus. ‘I’m not looking for anything,’ said Pettson. ‘It’s behind the boots.’

‘What is?’

‘Nothing,’ said Findus. ‘Nothing’s behind the boots.’

‘Right,’ said Pettson, somewhat confused. ‘I’ll keep that in mind the next time I don’t need anything. But now I must think something over. Can you do something else instead?’

‘Not that I can think of,’ said Findus.

‘Why not play in the attic? You like that,’ said Pettson, opening the attic door. ‘There! Up you go!’

Findus vanished upstairs and Pettson returned to his pondering.

How can this work? he fretted. How can I build a Yule Tomte that knocks on the door, comes inside, goes to the front room and says, ‘Are there any good cats here?’ – then delivers our Christmas presents and leaves, all without Findus seeing it’s only a machine? It’s out of the question! I shall have to tell him that the Yule Tomte doesn’t exist. Because this is more than I can manage. I must stop thinking about it. It’s too hard.
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He threw one last unhappy glance at the hall. Then he sat down in the kitchen, looking for all the world as though he had given up.

Yet it wasn’t long before thoughts popped into his head again.

Building a Yule Tomte machine was impossible. But what if he built one anyway?

Then he heard a voice from the attic. ‘Pettson! Help!’

‘What is it?’

‘Help!’ Findus cried. ‘I hid myself and now I can’t find me!’

Pettson grinned; he knew this game. He went up to the attic and started searching, talking as he did so.

‘So you’ve gone and lost yourself again, have you? You’re not here. Or here. Why, you’ve likely disappeared for good.’

Suddenly, Findus leapt out behind Pettson with his paws spread wide, and roared for all he was worth. When Pettson turned he vanished behind a box. But when the old man looked behind it the cat wasn’t there.

‘That’s odd,’ said Pettson in genuine surprise. He searched some more.

The cat leapt out and hissed, then vanished again.

‘How very strange!’ said Pettson. ‘The cat really is missing. I’d better call the police.’

He pretended to go downstairs, standing and tramping on the top step to make it sound like he was going down. Then Findus darted out from inside a box on the floor. Its lid opened on hinges, like a door.

‘There you are!’ laughed Pettson. ‘You fooled me all right! I didn’t see where you went.’
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‘Yes, I’m a good hider,’ said Findus. ‘Turn around and close your eyes and I’ll do it again.’

‘Well I never… Of course!! THAT’S what I can do!’ exclaimed a happy Pettson.

He had been struck with a good idea, you see. But Findus had no way of knowing this.
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Perplexed, he eyed Pettson. ‘It’s not that big a deal, silly,’ he said, shaking his head. Then he ran and hid.

Pettson’s new idea was this: he could hide his Yule Tomte contraption in a box in the hall. If it all fitted in the box, the Yule Tomte puppet could emerge through a door and make it back inside before Findus reached it.

So that when Findus ran into the hall, the Yule Tomte would be gone and everything would look normal.
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Of course, this meant putting a big box in the hall straight away so Findus would get used to it and not notice it at Christmas.

All at once Pettson felt like making a fresh start. Thanks to his brainwave (which he’d forgotten was due to Findus), everything seemed possible. The machine was as good as built. He just needed to find a big enough box. The rest would take care of itself.
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Chapter 5

Next day, Pettson took his sled and headed for the shops. Findus couldn’t join him. He had to stay at home and keep the stove going. Once the automatic firewood feeder was built he could go as often as he liked, said Pettson.

On the way Pettson asked himself if it was right to tell Findus such tales, just so he could trick him about the Yule Tomte. His conscience pricked him each time he pretended he was working on a firewood feeder but wasn’t. Lying is hard. Especially when it’s to someone who likes and trusts you.

But he was lying to make Findus happy, wasn’t he? If Findus believes there is a Yule Tomte who visits everyone at Christmas, he’ll surely be sad if the Yule Tomte doesn’t visit him. So I have to bend the truth a little, thought Pettson.
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The box shop wasn’t hard to spot. The whole building looked like a box. Outside was a stack of them, topped with a sign that read, “FISH CRATES! SPECIAL OFFER!”

The bell tinkled as he entered. Everywhere were boxes of all possible shapes and sizes. Plain wooden crates, potato bins, cardboard boxes, pretty ornamented cases, heavy metal containers, empty matchboxes… Pettson looked around him with interest. The shop smelled of food.

A lady bustled out; she had barely finished eating. Her name was Kerstin but her husband called her Casey.

‘Why, good afternoon Pettson,’ said Kerstin gaily. ‘We were just having lunch. Henrik will be here in a moment. His hearty appetite is holding him up.’

‘Something smells good,’ said Pettson. ‘Is it asparagus soup?’ ‘Oh! If only,’ said Kerstin. ‘No. It’s macaroni cheese. It’s always macaroni cheese. Every single day, macaroni cheese. Henrik won’t have anything else. He never listens to me.’

She laughed grudgingly.
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‘But enough about that. There are nicer things to talk about. So you’re Christmas shopping? How nice! We don’t see you in here very often.

Look at our range! To think we started seven years ago with just two empty cartons, and now look at it all! Not bad, eh? Turns out that there’s demand for boxes. Folks keep things in them – cards, forks and so forth… And we’ve recently taken in some of these new American “plastic” boxes, with roses on them, look… We’ve sold several already.’

Pettson examined the smooth white box made from this strange new material.

‘Well, I say “sold”,’ Kerstin continued. ‘Taken home to test, at any rate. It’s the done thing nowadays. People try things first, then – who knows? Here’s Henrik.’

Henrik, a big loud man, announced himself with a thundering burp.

‘Ahh. Delicious! Nothing beats macaroni cheese. Long time no see, Pettson!’ He swung out a great hand to shake Pettson’s and thumped him on the back with the other.
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‘You want a box, and quite right too. There’s something for everyone here. What did you have in mind? Have you seen these new American ones?’ He took the box Pettson was holding.

Pettson tried to say that he had but Henrik rumbled on, ‘This, sir, is genuine PLASTIC! You can leave it outside all year round, in all weathers, and it won’t spoil your biscuits. It’s one hundred per cent maintenance free. I’d have liked one with moose on, but the ladies prefer roses. How about it? Or something else, perhaps? What’s it for?’

Pettson went red. He couldn’t possibly explain.

‘I need a rather big box… to store boots in. It’s for the hall.’ ‘For boots, eh? We’ve just the thing. Casey, the boot box!’

Kerstin lifted down what looked like a sturdy wooden crate, only shaped like a wide boot.

‘This is perfect,’ said Henrik. ‘Tiptop timber and extra air holes. Fits up to size 14. Your feet aren’t bigger than that, are they Pettson? Hahahaha!
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And if your cat’s a nuisance you can lock him up in it instead. Hahahaha!’

‘It is very nice,’ said Pettson doubtfully, ‘But… it’s too small. I have so many boots. And cushions.’

‘Cushions? Naturally, you need space for them, too. How about this one, then?’ Henrik pointed out a much bigger crate.

‘Lots of cushion space in here. It’s a popular multipurpose model. Some use it for storing wheelbarrows, others for sending themselves by rail. Yes, it’s a lot cheaper to post a box than travel as a normal train passenger. You can furnish it as you like – with a rocking chair, say, and a lamp – and sit in peace and quiet doing the crossword. Take your cat along; no one will know. And for some shut-eye, you can add a box and extend it… like so… to fit your legs and lie flat in. Terrific! A sleeper compartment for the price of a stamp!’

‘Henrik,’ said Kerstin calmly, ‘Can you give us a demonstration?’

‘Delighted to!’ said Henrik. Keeping up a running commentary, he connected the extra box and crept inside. Then he shut the door.

Kerstin promptly locked it.

‘Stay in there and relax a while, pet,’ she said. ‘And burp away to your heart’s content. You can come out tonight. I’ll take care of Pettson.’

Kerstin ignored Henrik’s pounding and shouting. She looked relieved.

‘Now, Pettson,’ she said. ‘I believe I know what you’re looking for.’

At the other end of the shop she pulled out a box that was the perfect size for a Yule Tomte machine.

Pettson’s face lit up.
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Kerstin giggled. ‘I knew it.’

‘But… does it open from the side?’ said Pettson.

‘Of course,’ said Kerstin. ‘It opens like this from the front… or like this from the side… or the other side. Or from the top, naturally. But I imagine you want to put things there?’

‘How did you know?’ said Pettson in surprise.

Kerstin gave a little laugh. ‘You get an eye for it. Between ourselves, you see all kinds of things in this business,’ she added.

‘Indeed,’ Pettson coughed nervously. ‘But this is just what I need. To be honest I didn’t expect to find such a perfect box. What does it cost?’

Kerstin lowered her voice. ‘Not much at all. Take it home and try it out. We’ll talk after Christmas.’

‘But… what if it breaks and I have to pay? I need to know if I can afford it,’ said Pettson.
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Kerstin glanced at the crate in which Henrik lay protesting loudly.

Then she whispered, ‘Just take it. I’m trying to get rid of all the boxes; I’m giving them away. I’ve had enough. I want to run away to Africa and be a lion tamer.’

She stared at Pettson as if startled by what she had just said.

Pettson stared back in amazement.

‘Africa?’ he said. There was a long pause.

‘Oh, pooh, never mind,’ said Kerstin in her normal voice. ‘Would you like it delivered?’

They loaded the box onto Kerstin’s truck, then drove it out to Pettson’s farm.

After Kerstin had left, Pettson stood in the hall admiring his new purchase.

‘Is that meant to go there?’ wondered Findus.

‘Yes. Splendid, isn’t it? I’ve always wanted a box just there,’ said Pettson with satisfaction.

Findus looked at him suspiciously, then back at the box. ‘It looks strange.’

‘We can put things on it,’ said Pettson. ‘A candlestick… a cloth… Oh, and boots go inside. It will look grand.’

Pettson fetched a candlestick and a tin and placed them on top.

‘Can you help?’ he said. ‘You can put whatever you like here.’

That got the cat’s attention. He went to search for suitable objects and found a shoe, a hymn book, a photograph and a small frying pan. After arranging them artistically, he too thought that a hall box was a fine idea.

In a few days he would get used to it, then forget about it altogether. It was time for Pettson to start work on his Yule Tomte machine.
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Chapter 6

The next morning found Pettson in good spirits. All night he had studied how the machine might work. Sheets of drawings and calculations covered the kitchen table. Here and there he had sketched a few logs and stove doors to make it look like he was designing a firewood feeder, in case Findus asked. However, the cat couldn’t make head nor tail of the drawings, so he took no notice.

Building a mechanical Yule Tomte is complicated, and Pettson was unable to figure out everything at once. Let’s take it one step at a time, he thought. I need some gears. I’ll start with those.

Now, making a cogwheel is not everyone’s idea of fun. But Pettson had a sudden urge to do just that. He hurried out to the workshop.
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Findus was busy playing hockey with himself. The tension was unbearable; the match was on a knife-edge. A group of little creatures watched and cheered from the sidelines. Just as Findus was about to take a penalty against himself, they stole his ball and dashed off whooping happily. Findus chased them through the house all the way into the bedroom wardrobe. There he lay ready to ambush them, until he fell asleep.

Waking, and finding himself alone, he ran out to the workshop. Pettson had come a long way. His cogwheel was finished, and now he was making the rack for it. He measured and drilled and set small pegs in a plank.

Findus wanted to build something too. With scraps of wood and metal and nails and wire that he found on the workshop floor, he set about making his very own invention. Its purpose was unclear. I’ll know what it is when I’m finished, he thought.

Separately and silently, man and cat worked, each caught up in his own construction. Soon Pettson had finished the rack as well. He mounted the cogwheel on a nail over the workbench, then turned it to make the rack underneath move back and forth. It worked! Pettson tried this a few times. Then he paused and anxiously scratched his head.

How to make the rack first move one direction, stop, then move back again, if the wheel was turning all the time? It was something he should have thought of earlier.

‘This calls for some coffee and my thinking cap,’ he said.

Then a shrill voice squeaked, ‘Heads up, Findus!’

There was a giggle, and the ball Findus had been playing with earlier came soaring through the air.
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Findus stood on the bench beside his invention. Seeing the ball, he threw himself after it. As he caught it he knocked over both his and Pettson’s work. Pettson’s wheel crashed to the floor and three cogs broke off.

‘Oh no, my gears!’ moaned Pettson. ‘Oh no, my invention!’ wailed Findus.

‘What did you do that for?’ said Pettson, sounding both angry and sad. ‘Look, it’s lost its cogs.’

‘It’s not so bad,’ Findus scolded. ‘It’s only a few. My machine is ruined.

This peg, for instance, came off;’ he inspected it closely. ‘And there was a nail here. It needs fixing straight away. You’ve loads of pegs. What difference do three measly…’

‘A cogwheel needs all its cogs, otherwise the rack will stop where…’

Pettson broke off and a smile shone through his beard.

‘Otherwise the rack will stop there! Yes! I must remove some cogs, it’s simple! Thanks for your help, Findus. Let’s have a coffee and work out the rest.’

Findus gaped at the man who was suddenly so pleased. ‘Always glad to help,’ he said.

All afternoon Pettson was busy. When he wasn’t in the workshop he was at the kitchen table, drawing and thinking. At first Findus stood next to him, balancing on his ball and offering advice. After all, he had helped with the cogwheel, hadn’t he? But he soon got bored. Watching a man sitting and tugging his beard gets rather tedious after a while. Besides, Pettson didn’t seem to want his advice any more.

Findus sat on the table, waiting for something fun to happen. He rolled the ball between his paws as though rolling a meatball. Pettson’s gaze fastened on the busily moving paws. Then he froze and seemed to stare right through the table, the way he did when he had an idea.

‘Good!’ he said breathlessly, pointing at the cat’s feet. ‘I can do that, too! Only the other way around!’

He leapt up as if suddenly in a great hurry. Findus looked at him quizzically.

[image: Image]

‘There’s nothing to it,’ he said, moving the meatball-ball even faster. But Pettson was already halfway to the workshop.

‘Thanks, Findus! I have an idea!’ he shouted before he vanished.

Findus stared after him through the window, not understanding a thing.

Pettson’s gone a bit daft since he started on that firewood business, the cat thought. So much thinking can’t be good for you. Still, at the rate he’s going he’ll soon be finished.

Or so Findus thought.





Chapter 7

Pettson had figured out how to make the Yule Tomte go back inside its box. That’s why he was in such a rush to the workshop. He had to see if it worked.

And sure enough, it did work. But it occurred to him that he would have to make a whole new cogwheel. Reluctant to start this now that it was evening, he returned to the house. He wanted to look in a book instead, a book of inventions. Perhaps he would find inspiration there.

Back on the kitchen table nothing fun had happened yet, so Findus stood on one leg and balanced a wooden spoon on his paw.

‘Have you stopped thinking?’ he said once Pettson had settled on the settee with his book.

‘No, never.’
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‘Why are you reading, then?’ said Findus, leaning over the book so that Pettson couldn’t see.

‘It’s a book about mechanics,’ he said, lifting the cat aside. ‘About how machines work. I recall it has a bit on a man called Polhem, who was very good at it. He made a mechanical alphabet…’ Pettson buried his nose in his book again.

Findus strutted around the table, droning, ‘My-cannicle alphabet! Michronicle ilfabite. McGonagall alphabut. Malchoholical bolfabot…’

‘He found many different ways to make machines move,’ continued Pettson. ‘For example, a wheel that spins around can make a rod move back and forth. A stick moving back and forth can make another move up and down, like so,’ he demonstrated with his hands.

‘I can do that,’ said Findus. ‘If I spin my leg like this, the stick moves like this.’

He twirled a leg and waved the wooden spoon above his head. Very vigorously. The whole cat wobbled so much he tumbled to the floor.
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Pettson just raised his eyebrows, shook his head and carried on reading.

He was used to it. Findus crawled back onto the table.

‘Will the antimatic woodfeeder do that?’ he said, outraged.

‘Yes, although a bit more gently,’ said Pettson.

‘It seems dangerous,’ said Findus – ‘Lethal!’
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‘Mmm… It shouldn’t be,’ mumbled Pettson from behind his book. He had found the bit about Polhem. It didn’t say much that was helpful, but it did have three small sketches from the mechanical alphabet. He peered closely at them. Findus pushed in and peered even more closely.

‘So I’ve finished reading now, have I?’ said Pettson, smiling at the cat’s stubbornness.

‘Yes you have,’ declared Findus. ‘And finished thinking, as well. It’s time for noughts and crosses.’

They played for a while, each in his own way, with sugar lumps on the checkered tablecloth. Findus made up new rules to make sure that he kept winning. That was the whole point of the game.

And then it was bedtime.

As Pettson lay in bed, his mind turned to Polhem and the mechanical alphabet. He was sure he’d seen pictures of all the movements once before, a long time ago. But he didn’t recall much beyond what was in his book.

He wished that he was as brilliant as Polhem, or at least had him for a neighbour so that he could help with the Yule Tomte machine.

As he sank into sleep, Pettson saw himself walking up to a building that was eerily like his own workshop. Above the door was a sign, saying, ‘POLHEM’S MECHANICAL WORKSHOP’.

Pettson opens the door and a bell tinkles. Inside it looks like an old shop, but he can still recognise his workshop. Standing behind the counter is a figure wearing a Yule Tomte mask. Pettson knows this is Polhem.

‘Good evening, Pettson. It’s been a long time,’ says the Yule Tomte. His voice sounds as if it is rising from a deep well.

‘Good evening, Polhem,’ says Pettson timidly. ‘It’s Christmas soon. Merry Christmas.’

‘Yes, I can see that. I’m wearing a Yule Tomte costume, aren’t I? How can I be of service?’

‘I’d like a michronicle ilfabite – ‘

‘A what?’ barks Polhem.
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‘Sorry, I mean a mechanical alphabet.’ ‘That’s better,’ says Polhem.

He pulls out a large box containing models of his mechanical ’letters’. Pettson studies them carefully. Here is everything that he needs to know. But it is hard to make out the workings of some models. He picks one up to try it out.

‘Careful!’ barks Polhem. ‘If you break it, I’ll take the cat.’

Pettson hastily puts back the model and looks at it instead.

‘Quite right,’ says Polhem. ‘Look but don’t touch.’

After a while he continues, his voice a little harder now.

‘Having trouble making up your mind, Pettson? A bit slow on the uptake, perhaps? Would you rather look at something else? How about a mechanical puppet?’

Polhem takes out a Yule Tomte puppet. He winds it up and places it on the counter. The room is almost dark now; only the puppet is illuminated. The shop, once so like Pettson’s workshop, is now just a cold black space. The puppet’s movements are fluid and lifelike. It approaches Pettson, puts down its sack and takes out an even smaller puppet that looks like Findus, and says, ‘Merry Christmas, Pettson. Have you been good this year?’

Pettson reaches for the little Findus, but when he touches it the Yule Tomte puppet stiffens. Its arms fall to its sides and it crumples like a dropped marionette.

Pettson stares in horror at Polhem, who is furious. His eyes flash.

‘You’ve destroyed my mechanical puppet, Pettson!’ he booms. ‘You’ve smashed my finest creation!’
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He flings aside the puppet and pounds his fist on the counter. Miserable and scared, Pettson tries to run but can’t. Polhem gives a scornful laugh.

‘You thought that I was Christopher Polhem, didn’t you? Well you were wrong, Pettson. Because I’m the Yule Tomte!’

He tears off his mask to reveal his face. He is none other than Pettson himself.

Pettson woke all of a jitter. What a horrid nightmare! He put on the bedside lamp. Seeing that everything was normal, that Findus was sleeping soundly, calmed him down. His dream quickly became a dim memory, like something from long ago. And sadly the mechanical alphabet he had seen so vividly faded with it. He put out the lamp and was soon asleep again.

In the morning he was woken as usual by Findus bouncing on his belly, yelling, ‘Wake up Pettson, it’s morning! Time for breakfast!’ When he sat on the edge of the bed to put on his socks, he saw that the book on the bedside table was open. On the inside of the cover were scribbled circles, lines and arrows. He looked closer and recognised the three pictures from Polhem’s mechanical alphabet that were in his book. But in addition to these were new ’letters’. At least a dozen of them!
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Pettson was mystified. He had no recollection of waking in the night, still less of drawing anything. There was not even a pen in the bedroom. He remembered very vaguely having a bad dream. A shop. Polhem… He must have dreamt about the alphabet, and woken and scribbled down what he had seen, then forgotten it all. Yet he didn’t recognise the lines; it looked like someone else had drawn them. But then again, he was usually awake when he drew.

‘Don’t sit there reading, Pettson,’ nagged Findus. ‘We really do have to have breakfast!’

‘Coming!’ said Pettson, delighted. ‘It seems Polhem paid us a visit last night to help me along with my invention.’
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Chapter 8

At breakfast Pettson’s thoughts were already racing ahead. He planned while making the porridge, and sketched while slurping his coffee. He studied the new drawings from last night thoroughly. In the end he knew precisely how to make the Yule Tomte come out of the box, stand still for a moment, and then go back inside again. He threw on his clothes as though he had a bus to catch, so eager was he to get to work.

‘You’re not going off to think again, are you?’ said Findus. ‘What about me?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Pettson. ‘Come along if you like, or stay here. But eat your breakfast first. I’m off now – bye.’

Findus had been trying to shepherd a sleepy fly in one direction, though it only wanted to go in another. Despite his earlier insistence on breakfast, eating had quite slipped his mind. Glum at being left alone with his porridge, he sat and took a spoonful. It was cold. The porridge is often cold in this house, he thought.

‘Is it fair?’ he grumbled. ‘Running off like that and thinking and making antimatic wood feeders before I’ve had my porridge. Well then, I’ll invent something too. Something antimatic.’

Reflecting on what to invent, his eyes settled on the coffee pot.

‘An antimatic coffee pot! Perfect! Right, time to think and puzzle and tug my ear.’

He walked about trying to look like Pettson.

‘Hmmmm.’ Findus looked up at the ceiling and scratched his chin. He saw the lamp-hook there. He investigated how far the pot needed to tilt before coffee came out of the spout. He rocked a chair to bring its back legs off the floor.
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‘Indeed,’ he mused. He paused mid-stride and thought very hard, then gave such a start that the fly took off in fright.

‘I’ve got it!’

He fetched some string from the cupboard and strung it around the room. Up in the lamp-hook, down to the coffee pot, up along the curtain rail, down to the chair…

It took a while to experiment and make adjustments and to untie knots and retie them. But eventually he was satisfied. The chair’s back legs were slightly raised. When Findus pushed it down, the string hoisted the pot to make it tilt and squirt out coffee.
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The idea was that when Pettson came in and sat down on the chair, his coffee would pour itself. True, right now Findus had forgotten to put a cup under the spout, so it ended up on the table. But it worked nicely all the same.

Then it occurred to him that coffee would continue to pour for as long as Pettson stayed seated, even if the cup was full. He needed a way to get Pettson off his chair before it overflowed. This was quite a conundrum.

But Findus was an unusually clever cat. He fetched Pettson’s hot-water bottle and emptied it. After trying unsuccessfully to inflate it, he rummaged in the sewing box for a cork and a balloon. Then he poked the balloon into the rubber bottle and blew the balloon up, closing it with the cork. He put the hot-water bottle on the floor and trod on it. If he pressed hard enough, the cork popped out with a farting noise. Just as it was meant to.

He blew up the hot-water bottle again as before and placed it under the chair legs with a board on top to spread their weight (the chopping board was just the right size). Finished! Findus was very pleased.

He put five cups on a tray over the spilt coffee. ‘There! It’s bound to pour into one of them,’ he said. ‘Now to get Pettson.’

Findus was just about to go when he saw a lady approach the back door. She knocked and opened it, calling out, ‘Good morning, Pettson. Are you home?’

She came from the local church and was selling tickets for the Christmas raffle. Thinking she might like to try his invention Findus invited her into the kitchen. Not with words, of course, since only Pettson understands Findus. But from his bows and curtsies she knew she was welcome.

‘Isn’t he in? Will he be back soon?’ The lady craned her neck and peeked through the door to the hall.

Findus took hold of her coat and marched her over to the chair he had prepared. She looked wonderingly at the strange arrangement and didn’t seem eager to sit there, but Findus insisted.

As she gingerly sat down, coffee began to splash into the cup. Both she and Findus stared fascinated at the antimatic coffee pot. But when the lady’s full weight settled on the chair, the cork popped out of the balloon with a resounding parp. She leapt up in surprise, causing the pot to right itself and the coffee to stop pouring.
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It was exactly what Findus had intended! He stood up on the table and danced with joy. Proudly he pointed to the cup.

‘Please, have some coffee!’

‘I think I shall sit over here instead,’ said the lady, moving to the other chair.

Findus offered her a biscuit, passed her a sugar lump with a practised flick of a spoon, and was generally very polite in his own unique way.

The lady tittered. Cautiously she tasted her coffee.

‘It’s a bit cold,’ she said. Findus took her cup and tried it. Ugh! Yes, it was undrinkable. He poured it back into the pot and ran outside, yelling at the top of his voice.

‘Pettson! Coffee!’

Such shouting was unnecessary as Pettson was coming anyway.

‘I see we have a visitor,’ he said. ‘Hello, Signild. It’s been a while. I was in the workshop and didn’t see you coming…’

‘That’s quite all right,’ said Signild. ‘Findus – is that his name? Yes, I remember – Findus has kept me company. And served coffee, with… his own invention. Or did you make it, Pettson?’

‘No, not me…’ said Pettson, viewing the contraption with interest.

‘I thought not. But you never know,’ said Signild, and laughed just to be on the safe side.

‘It really worked. When I sat down on that chair the pot poured me a cup – don’t ask me how. But after that I’m not sure what happened… Tee-hee… There was a frightful noise, it sounded like…’ She laughed again.

Findus stood on the table and looked at Pettson expectantly.

‘And then she got so scared she jumped up and it stopped pouring!’ ‘It sounded like he said something!’ said Signild in surprise. ‘What a funny cat! And look, he’s even put a tray under to stop it spilling on the table. So tidy! Such a fine little kitty!’

Smiling fondly at Findus, Signild reached out to scratch him under the chin. He ducked to one side and left her holding a sugar lump instead.

Pettson was impressed by the automatic coffee pot.

‘Hmm. Good, Findus. Show me how it works later. So you’ve already had a cup?’ he asked Signild.
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‘It was a bit cold, so… my waiter took it back.’ She smiled at Findus again. ‘But there’s no need. I actually called by to sell raffle tickets for the bazaar.’

‘Come, sit a while longer,’ said Pettson. ‘I’ll warm up the coffee. I need one myself. We hardly see each other anymore.’

‘You keep to yourself, Pettson. You should come to a gathering and meet some people. It’s fun. We sing and listen to the pastor, and afterwards there’s coffee and conversation. You’d enjoy it.’

‘Oh, I don’t know. I’m not much of a singer…’

‘Singing’s not important, but we all need a sit-down and a chat sometimes. You’d see lots of familiar faces. It would be fun.’

‘Yes, perhaps. We’ll see. I’m so very busy…’

‘Nonsense! Surely once in a while you can find time to be sociable. What are you so busy doing? Are you building something?’

Pettson told her about the automatic firewood feeder. They talked and talked, as if Findus wasn’t there. He wanted them to look at his invention instead.

So he blew up the balloon in the hot-water bottle once more and put it into position. The chair banged and scraped, but there was no harm in that if it interrupted their chatter, thought Findus. Signild cast him a curious glance now and then. Pettson, of course, was used to the cat’s ways.

Then Findus bounced on the chair until the cork popped out. ‘Settle down, Findus!’ said Pettson severely. ‘Can’t you see we are talking?’

But Findus didn’t want to settle down. He balanced on the back of Pettson’s chair, saying, ‘blah-blah-blabbly-blah…’ He hopped backwards across the table, nearly upsetting the coffee cups. He asked Pettson to read the newspaper to him. He tried in every possible way to remind the man that he had a cat.

Signild looked slightly confused and remarked what a lively little cat he was. When Findus stood between them on the table and started tap dancing, she tried to scratch him behind the ear. But this he took as an invitation to finger-wrestle. He yanked her finger as hard as he could.

‘Come now, Findus, let go of her,’ said an embarrassed Pettson. ‘We all know you are the strongest… He’s not like other cats.’

‘So I see,’ said Signild.

But when Findus started pulling out the pots and pans from the kitchen cupboards, the racket became too much. Signild said thanks for the coffee, and Merry Christmas and peace be with you. To the cat she said, ‘Goodbye, Findus. Now you can have Pettson all to yourself again.’ Then she left.
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‘Must you carry on like that when we have guests?’ scolded Pettson. ‘You talked too much,’ said Findus. ‘It was time for her to go.’

‘It’s not too often I talk with anyone, I can assure you,’ said Pettson. ‘Surely I can chat without it bothering you.’

‘I want you to see my invention,’ said Findus excitedly. ‘An antimatic coffee pot. It went terrifically. I served the old lady coffee.’

‘Yes, I heard. Very good,’ muttered Pettson. ‘So how does it work?’

Findus showed him, and Pettson was so intrigued he started to think of ways to make it even better. And as far as Findus was concerned Pettson could think all he liked, just as long as he let his cat join in and help.
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Chapter 9

Pettson had come far with his construction. He had finished the big cogwheels that were to transport the Yule Tomte out from and back into its box. He had racked his brains, and experimented and built for days. He had done little else. Lost in his thoughts, he had hardly even spoken to Findus.

Now he sat and fiddled with a trivit that adjusted in size to fit different sized saucepans. When he squeezed it together one way it extended in another. Was this something his Yule Tomte machine could use?

‘I need to try something. I’ll be in the workshop,’ he said.

‘’What, again?!’ said Findus. ‘Are you always going to be busy with that wood feeder? It’s horrible.’

‘Is it?’ Pettson was surprised. ‘Why?’

‘Because it takes all your attention. I want you to play with me,’ said Findus.

‘But we don’t normally play much anyway,’ said Pettson. ‘I have my own things to do. Join me in the workshop if you like, or do something else: that’s our usual way and it works all right, doesn’t it?’

‘Yes, but you don’t normally think so much,’ said Findus. ‘Now, you think and think and think and if I say something you just say “Hmmmm”. If I say Andersson’s bull is behind you and wants to bite your head off, you just say “Hmmmm”. That’s not very sociable.’

‘Ah. It’s that bad, is it?’ said Pettson. ‘I suppose I must pull my socks up or else you’ll trade me in for better company. But right now I’m not going to do any thinking – I just want to make something. So surely you can join me?’

‘I suppose so,’ said Findus, not particularly pleased.

Then Pettson swept him up onto his hat and ran out of the house with short bouncy steps so that Findus bobbed and joggled and almost fell off. There were few things Findus enjoyed more and he laughed himself silly.
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‘So, what are you making?’ wondered Findus when they reached the workshop.

‘One of these,’ said Pettson showing him the table mat. ‘It’s for pushing logs into the stove.’

Findus borrowed it to push things off the workbench while Pettson rummaged for pieces of wood.

As Pettson considered what sizes and shapes to use, he ran into a new problem that had to be solved first. He tugged his beard and drew a sketch.
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‘What’s this?’ asked Findus, examining what Pettson had built so far. ‘Hmmmm,’ said Pettson, who at that moment was doing a sum. ‘Pettson! What’s this?’ said Findus again.

‘Hmmmm… wait a bit…’

Findus waited a bit. Then, cross, he shouted, ‘PETTSON! WHAT IS THIS?’

‘What are you shouting for?’ ‘You won’t answer!’

‘I was in the middle of something. Can’t it wait?’ ‘You said you wouldn’t think today!’ hissed Findus.

‘I still have to use my head a little,’ said Pettson. ‘I can’t cut without measuring first.’

‘Of course you can! What’s this?’

‘It’s for the machine. For… It’s hard to explain. You’ll see when it’s finished,’ said Pettson.

‘When will that be?’

‘We’ll see. It depends on how often I get interrupted.’
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He returned to his numbers.

Findus went round prodding and poking among the objects in the room, although actually he wasn’t interested in them; he was cross.

‘What’s this?’ he snapped, holding up a strange tool.

‘What’s what?’ said Pettson absently. ‘Oh, it’s pliers for tuning saw blades.’

‘What do you mean “tuning”?’

‘You bend the saw’s teeth…’ Pettson tried to explain but Findus wasn’t listening.

‘Tune, spoon, balloon… What’s this?’ He had dropped the pliers and was now holding up a bent piece of wire.

‘I don’t know,’ Pettson muttered. ‘Just some wire.’

Findus spent a moment bending the wire, then he threw it away. He was restless and impatient. He wanted to do something but didn’t know what. Pettson’s high spirits had also faded. A mood of irritation clouded the workshop.

‘I don’t know what to do,’ said Findus. ‘I’m bored!’

‘Think of something then!’ said Pettson. ‘I want to do this. I don’t feel like playing with you all day long; I get bored too.

Old men enjoy certain things, young cats prefer others. What do other cats do? Sleep… catch mice… sit on the windowsill…?’

‘Yes, they have such fun, don’t they?’ said Findus unpleasantly. ‘But it’s not for me. Catch mice yourself. I’m off. Open the door!’

Pettson let him out, then slammed the door. He was cross because his work had been interrupted. But most of all he was cross with himself for upsetting Findus.

He tried to carry on but couldn’t concentrate. It felt wrong to fall out with Findus – it tugged at his heart. He had to find a way to set things right.

Findus was angry and wanted to get even. Pettson too should know what it was like to be left on his own.

I’ll hide in the attic, he thought. He’ll have to look long and hard before he finds me!

He reached the attic through his own passage under the stairs. In a corner he found a box of quilts and cushions, where he crept and made himself a nest. There he would brood until the old man found him.
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Pettson went inside.

‘Findus?’ he called. No answer. He looked in every room but the cat was nowhere in sight. When he called up to the attic, Findus lay quiet as a mouse, ready to nestle even deeper among the quilts. Pettson would have to try harder than that! But then Pettson shut the attic door again and left to look elsewhere – in the outhouse and the woodshed, the henhouse and the tree house. But he saw no sign of Findus.

What if he’s run away? What if he’s so upset he never comes back? In despair, Pettson wandered around the farm calling in all directions. Then he went up to the road.

At every house he stopped and shouted. Then he turned back and continued in the opposite direction as well. He stood and looked out across the snow-covered meadows and pastures, but Findus was nowhere to be seen.

It’s all gone wrong, he thought. I’m building the Yule Tomte to make him happy, so instead he’s miserable because I’m neglecting him. Or maybe I’m not building it to make him happy at all. Maybe I’m doing it because I enjoy it. The whole time I have been thinking only of myself!

Sad and sorry, Pettson returned home. One more time he searched through all the buildings.
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Then he sat in the kitchen and looked out the window and felt terribly ashamed.

Meanwhile Findus moped around the attic and waited to be found. He heard Pettson calling for him both indoors and out. Serves him right, that antimatic wood-feeding codger, he said to himself.

Later, when Pettson had been back inside for a long time, Findus wondered why he didn’t check the attic properly as well. His searching was of little use otherwise. When Pettson didn’t come upstairs, Findus supposed he had stopped looking altogether and no longer cared for his cat.

Findus was sad and felt sorry for himself, and hungry too. But he was reluctant to come out of hiding just yet. He’d give Pettson one more chance to miss him first. Perhaps he would come out tonight. Or tomorrow. Sulky and stubborn, he chose to languish where he was.

Pettson sat in the kitchen reproaching himself until sunset. Then, filled with worry, he went out to search again.

When Findus heard him calling, his heart softened and he decided he had probably hidden long enough. When Pettson comes back inside I’ll go downstairs, he thought. If he’s been out looking for long enough.

He clambered over the attic clutter to his box. Some old newspapers tumbled down and he barely had time to register a big shape hurtling towards him before he was pressed down among the quilts with a thud. A heavy board had fallen over his box and trapped him inside.

It was too heavy to move. He pounded on it and shouted for Pettson.

Now scared and desperate, he began to cry.

‘What’s all this hullabaloo, then?’ squeaked a voice from under the blankets.

It belonged to a dreary little rat, who emerged holding a lantern. ‘I’m stuck!

What if Pettson never finds me again?’ sniffed Findus.

‘Will you stay here for good, then?’

‘I don’t know! I don’t want to!’ howled Findus.
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‘If you’re here for life, say for 100 years, then you’ll have to quieten down. I need to sleep.’

‘BOO-HOO! I don’t want to be here for 100 years! Can’t you go and tell Pettson when he gets back?’

‘Nope,’ said the rat. ‘It’s my bedtime. It’s yours too. I’ll sing for you.’

He sang a dreary song about a rat whose sleep gets interrupted by a noisy cat. And it was such a long and heart-rendingly dismal affair that Findus soon forgot his own troubles and drifted off into a peaceful sleep.

When he awoke the board was gone. He scurried out of the box and saw with amazement that it was back in its usual place. Surely Pettson had been here and lifted it off! He ran downstairs.

In the kitchen Pettson paced anxiously to and fro, looking out the window even though it was pitch dark outside. Findus poked his head through the door and looked at him.

‘Have you finished building now?’ he said.

Pettson whirled around. When he saw the cat all the lines of worry vanished from his brow.

‘Findus! Where were you? I’ve been looking everywhere.’

‘Didn’t you see me in the box when you moved the board?’
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‘No. Where? I haven’t touched any boards…’

‘In the attic,’ said Findus.

‘I looked up there but I didn’t move anything. Didn’t you hear me? Why were you in the attic? I’ve been calling and searching all day…’

Findus looked Pettson up and down to see if he was telling the truth. It looked like he was.

‘I heard you but I didn’t say anything. It’s horrible when you only think about your machine the whole time.’

Pettson was filled with shame.

‘You’re right; I saw that when you got angry. I promise not to do it so much from now on. But only if you promise not to vanish like that again. I was worried sick.’

‘That was the idea.’

‘Yes, well now I know where I stand. Tomorrow we can go fishing instead. Is that better?’

‘Yes! Better. But Pettson, next time you look for me, look where I’m hiding. Otherwise there’s no point.’

‘Hmm, of course,’ said Pettson. ‘I hadn’t thought of that.’
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Chapter 10

Pettson was back in the workshop. Yesterday he and Findus had fished for hours. Afterwards they had brought in firewood and done the shopping. They had done all the chores that you do when you don’t have to build a mechanical Yule Tomte instead. Pettson had hardly given his machine a thought all day, just a little now and then when Findus wasn’t looking. But now he had no choice but to go back to work. Otherwise he would never be finished in time for Christmas.

The machine was starting to look very complicated. Little remained to build. The problem was, it didn’t work very well. More often than not it jammed. The cogs skipped. The belts slipped. The hatch where the Yule Tomte puppet was meant to emerge rarely opened when it was supposed to.

A Yule Tomte machine isn’t built in a coffee break, not even when you drink as much coffee as Pettson. Over and over he had to test and make adjustments, then test again, until it all seemed rather hopeless. It’s no fun working on something that hasn’t turned out the way you wanted.

Findus was out sledging. He liked to shoot over a bump into a dip, making his sledge stop dead in its tracks and sending him flying. That was the best part – the flying.

Suddenly, who should he see standing there on the hillside but an unusually small postman. He had on a postman’s uniform and a rather high postman’s hat, a large mailbag slung across his front, and skis on his feet. He was hopping up and down and slapping his arms against his sides.
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‘Are you cold?’ said Findus.

‘No, not me,’ said the postman. ‘I’m hot as a potato. You get hot doing this. I’m practising my flying skills. Are you a stripey cat called Snorre or Sverre?’

‘No. Yes. I’m a stripey cat, but my name is Findus.’

‘No, yes. One and the other. Here and there,’ the postman babbled as he clambered onto a boulder.

‘Why do you talk so funny?’ said Findus.

‘I talk as befits my post. I’m a postman, you see. In the woods are timbermen, stickmen and postmen. I’m a postman. Now to practise sneezing without moving backwards. I’m going to sneeze… ‘

He lined up his sneeze, and… ACHOO!!! He flew backwards off the boulder, tumbled and rolled over. Findus laughed. The postman pressed his hat back on and climbed onto the boulder again.

‘The first rule of mail is to not move backwards while sneezing. I’m working on it,’ he said.

‘But what are you doing up here? Postmen are supposed to follow the road,’ said Findus.

‘That’s news to me,’ said the postman. ‘We postmen have our own rules. Mind you, we don’t follow them, we ignore them. We’re good at ignoring things. We practise. Our first rule is not to get lost, so I ignored it and got lost. Today is my first day delivering mail, after 27 years at the academy. I have a parcel and card to deliver and I’m already lost. And hungry too.’

‘You can eat with us. We live down there,’ said Findus. ‘Will I have to take off my skis?’ said the postman. ‘Probably.’

‘In that case I’ll pass. I can’t bend forwards like this to undo them because then I fall over.’

He showed what he couldn’t do, which sent him sliding off the boulder and rolling in the snow again. Findus laughed.

‘Since I can’t take off my skis, I brought food with me,’ said the postman. ‘Sausages, in my bag. Frankfurters. Do you want one?’

They each took a sausage. The postman popped his in his mouth, whole.
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‘Can you speak with your mouth full?’ he said thickly. ‘Of course I can,’ said Findus.

‘Then let’s see who can speak with their mouth fullest!’ said the postman.

They stuffed their mouths full and talked. It was impossible to understand what they were saying. Findus laughed, bits of sausage flying from his mouth.

‘I win,’ said the postman. ‘We postmen are good at this – we practise.’ ‘You’re funny,’ said Findus. ‘Will you always be our postman?’

‘No, it’s my last day today.’

‘But you said it was your first,’ said Findus.

‘Yes but I don’t like it. I want to be a conjurer instead. I can do magic tricks – look!’

He made a snowball, but the next moment he was holding a pack of cards instead. He shuffled them awkwardly. Findus stared. Before he could consider the matter further the postman held out the pack and said, ‘Take a card.’

‘Any one?’ said Findus.

‘Yes. Any one. The top one.’

Findus took the top card.

‘Which one was that?’ said the postman. ‘Let’s see now. Ace of cubs. Put it back.’ He shuffled with much ceremony and little skill.

‘I shall now make it reappear.’ He took the top card. ‘Here it is!’

‘No, it’s not,’ said Findus.

‘No? Are you sure?’

‘Yes. You saw it yourself.’

The postman held up the next card. ‘This one, then!’

‘No! Wrong!’ said Findus.

He took the next card. ‘Here! Case of grubs!’

Findus laughed. ‘Wrong again! You can’t do magic tricks.’

‘I can too!’ the postman sulked. ‘At least, I could when I left home earlier.’

He squared up the card pack. Discreetly it turned back into a snowball, which he squeezed and threw at a tree trunk. This happened so effortlessly that Findus hardly noticed how peculiar it was. And when he did, the postman had already changed the subject.

‘Did I mention that I’m a postman? I think I did. A postman’s first duty is to have letters in his bag. I don’t. I have a card and a parcel. Do you want to read the card?’

‘Is it for me?’ said Findus happily.

The card showed the Yule Tomte handing a girl a present.

‘I don’t know,’ said the postman. ‘There’s no name on it. Take it. Can you read? I can. It says, “Dearest half-brother! Many thanks for the card of the nice Yule Tomte you sent the Christmas before last. I shall never forget it. Farewell!” I wrote it myself. You can have it.’
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He rummaged among the sausages in his bag and pulled out the parcel.

‘Now I only have this left. Shall we open it?’

‘Is it for me?’ said Findus.

‘Let’s see… “Farmer Pettson,” it says. That’s not you. You’re a cat.’

Findus flung out his arms. ‘Pettson? He’s mine!’

‘Is he?’ said the postman. ‘Do you have a Pettson? How marvellous.

You can take it to him. It’s very urgent. Post-haste.’

‘But why stand here talking and eating sausages if it’s so urgent?’ said Findus.

‘I was starving,’ said the postman. ‘Didn’t you notice? I ate loads of sausages in one go. Besides, I am an ex-postman now. Very soon I’m returning to the forests of my birth. I might get eaten by bears; I don’t want to spend my final hours delivering parcels! You can do it. He’s your Pettson. Hurry now. I’m going to throw a snowball.’

Findus took the parcel and backed away a few steps, staring at the little man in surprise.

‘Bye-bye, Findus! Now to throw that snowball.’

‘Bye-bye,’ said Findus shyly. The postman tossed a big snowball up into the air. It broke against the branches above. A thousand glittering stars came floating down, concealing him in a cloud of snowflakes. When they reached the ground he had vanished.
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Pettson sat in the kitchen brooding over his failed machine when Findus rushed in.

‘Pettson! I met the strangest postman. He could do magic! He conjured himself away!’

Pettson looked closely at Findus. Seeing the cat was serious he became curious. Findus breathlessly described what had happened. ‘… And he had a parcel for you. It’s urgent but he didn’t want to deliver it because he was going to get eaten by bears.’

‘I see. That explains his hurry, does it?’ said Pettson as he examined the parcel. ‘Who could have sent it? There’s no stamp.’

The parcel was tied with an unusual ribbon that appeared to be made of twisted goat hair entwined by a thin gold thread. Inside was a small blue bottle. Its label said, ‘MIRACLE OIL. Lubricates everything: combine harvesters, nail-biters, firewood-feeders, Yule Tomte machines, & mechanical mittens.’

‘How extraordinary!’ Pettson stared at the bottle in amazement. ‘This is just what my machine needs. Strange… Nobody knows I am building it. Except Signild. Maybe others know too. Did you get anything?’
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‘No, just a card he wrote himself,’ said Findus.

‘He wrote it himself? What a peculiar postman. May I read it?’

‘“A surprise is coming!”’ Pettson read. ‘That’s what it says. “A surprise is coming.”’

Findus stared at the card, almost frightened.

‘It didn’t say that before! And the picture’s different, too! There was a girl in it when I got it. Now it’s a cat!’

Pettson looked at the picture. ‘It looks like you,’ he said.

‘It’s magic!’ exclaimed Findus. ‘I thought there was something odd about that snowball. I was holding the card the whole time. He’s turned it into a different one.’

Pettson tugged on his beard. He looked at the card and then at Findus, who was all aflutter.

‘Let’s go and take a look,’ he said.

They climbed the slope. Findus showed where he had met the postman. But his ski tracks and all other traces were gone.

‘Without the parcel and card I’d think you were pulling my leg,’ said Pettson. ‘Whoever he was, he was no ordinary postman, that’s for sure.’

‘Why did he say he was a postman?’ said Findus.

‘I don’t know,’ said Pettson. ‘Maybe because he wanted to give you a message. And me a parcel. Isn’t that what postmen do?’

‘The card said a surprise is coming. I want it now,’ said Findus.

‘Sure you do,’ said Pettson. ‘But surprises come when we least expect them. Or at Christmas.’

Later, after Findus had gone to bed, Pettson tested the miracle oil. It was likely to be some practical joke a neighbour was playing on him, but there was no harm in trying. He applied a few drops of oil to the places that usually jammed, then turned the big cogwheel.

And to his great surprise the machine worked perfectly! The cogs meshed neatly and silently. The hatch opened. The rack where the Yule Tomte would stand came out, paused, and then glided smoothly back inside. The hatch closed after it.

Pettson was bewildered. He tried over and over again and it worked every time. He examined the bottle again. He sniffed it. He couldn’t understand it.

But he didn’t want to worry about it right now. He was just relieved to see his machine suddenly working so well. Already he had forgotten how hopeless it all seemed earlier that day. If he could get this far, surely he could manage the rest. The cat would get his Yule Tomte after all!
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Chapter 11

On Lucia Day they got up earlier than usual because Pettson wanted to listen to the music on the radio. He turned it on and then made the porridge. They hadn’t started singing yet.

Findus was flipping a matchbox. That is to say, he placed the matchbox on the table so that it stuck out over the edge. Then with an upward flick he flipped it over. The idea was that if it came down three times in a row with the picture on top, Yule Tomte was going to come at Christmas.

He did this for a while, now and then muttering things like, ‘Have to start over,’ and, ‘Doesn’t count’.

Pettson ladled out the porridge and sat down.

‘What doesn’t count?’ he said.

Findus explained how the matchbox helped you to see the future.

‘Oh, so that’s how it’s done,’ said Pettson. ‘Are you worried he won’t come?’

‘A little bit. It’s been ages since we built the snow lantern. What if he’s forgotten? Maybe we should build another one?’

‘No,’ said Pettson. ‘He’d think you don’t trust him. He’d be cross. The lantern collapsed, didn’t it? And your list was gone, so the Yule Tomte must have taken it.’
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‘Mhm… ‘ said Findus, not entirely convinced.

‘Listen, the music’s starting.’

They ate their porridge in silence and listened to the singing. To Pettson, at least, it was beautiful. He had seen a Lucia procession only once in his life, when he was in hospital long ago. Girls had entered the ward dressed in white, with tinsel in their hair and candles in their hands. They sang so sweetly. Pettson, still half asleep, thought he was in heaven.

While Pettson thought the Lucia festival was one of the loveliest sights in the world, Findus didn’t know what to make of it. So after the singing ended, Pettson described the girls with their candles and the beauty of it all.

Findus tried to picture it.

‘Must Lucias be girls?’ he said.

‘That depends,’ said Pettson. ‘They shouldn’t be beardy old men, at any rate.’

‘I was thinking more of cats,’ said Findus.

‘Yes, cats are fine. Do you want to be a Lucia?’

‘Yes!’ said Findus happily. ‘With a candle on my head.’

Pettson fetched a candle and rooted out a candlestick that fitted Findus like a helmet. A string tied under his chin held it firmly in place.

Pettson cut neck and arm holes in an old pillowcase to make a fine Lucia gown.
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‘This will be nice. Just try not to burn down the house. Here’s a tray with a cup of coffee and gingerbread biscuits. Now go and be Lucia for me.’

Delighted, Findus hurried out with the tray. Pettson sat himself down on a chair and waited.

Without further ado, Findus began to belt out, loud and shrill, ‘SAAINT LUCI-AAAH! SAAINT LUCI-AAAH!’ He stormed into the room and handed Pettson the tray. ‘There you go!’ he said, and continued his caterwauling

Then he gave Pettson a doubtful glance because it didn’t sound as nice as it did on the radio.
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‘That’s fine,’ said Pettson. ‘But when you come in, perhaps you could walk a bit more slowly. Slower than you would do normally. And you don’t need to sing quite so loud. It’s meant to be quiet and solemn. Apart from that, it was very good.’

‘I’ll do it again. Wait here.’

Findus vanished again. He took a little longer this time. Then, softly, his song was heard. Very softly. And slowly, very, very slowly, Findus came swaying into the kitchen. He peeked at Pettson.

‘That was lovely,’ said Pettson. ‘If you’re entertaining lots of people, you can go a little faster. Also, at Lucia they usually sing ’Silent Night’ and other carols too.’

‘I don’t know those ones.’

‘No, this is splendid. Now you can sing for your friends and I’ll head for the workshop.’

Findus went around Lucia-ing for at least an hour. He popped up everywhere. From the workshop Pettson saw him gliding into the woodshed. When he went up to the attic to look for a board, he could hear the cat singing at the other end of the room. And when he opened the larder door to look for a hand drill, Findus came striding out, tray in hand. Finally he entered the workshop dangling his empty tray. He was worn out.

‘That’s enough. Singing the same song over and over is boring.’

‘Yes, you have worked hard today,’ said Pettson, filing a piece of metal.

‘What’s that for?’ said Findus.

‘It will go on the wheel there and pull on a spring.’ The cat inspected the machine.

‘What are those doors for?’

‘Um… they won’t be there when it’s finished,’ said Pettson nervously.

‘They’re standing in for the stove door.’

‘How?’ Findus turned the big cogwheel, setting the whole mechanism in motion. ‘Do the logs travel along on this rack? How do they get into the stove?’
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‘Yes, well…’ Pettson squirmed. ‘It’s hard to explain… There’ll be a wood basket here, and the logs drop one by one onto this… and, um – look, what a big bird! No, it’s gone now. Must have been an eagle, behind the trees over there. Aren’t you starving? Let’s go in and have some breakfast. I could eat a horse, it’s been ages since –’

‘But we’ve had breakfast,’ said the cat, surprised at his nonsensical outburst.

‘It’s so long ago I’d forgotten. I do need a cup of coffee, though. Come on, you can ride my hat!’

And because Findus enjoyed this so much, he forgot to ask any more questions.

When they were sitting in the kitchen, Findus looked at the stove and said, ‘Will that machine really go in front of the stove? We’ll hardly reach it.’

‘It will be tight,’ said Pettson. ‘But we will only use it when we are out.’ ‘I suppose so… but I doubt it will help. I think you should make something for me instead. Something to play with.’

‘Do you now? Like what?’

‘Like a wheel you turn that moves a stick to and fro, which spins another wheel. And something drops down. Something nice.’

‘Oh really? That sounds suspiciously like my wood feeder. You can play with it later, if it doesn’t work. But I want to keep trying. It’s nearly finished.’

‘Can you help me build a snowman?’ said Findus.

‘Not now. I’d rather work on the machine.’

Findus sighed.

‘What can I do then?’

‘Do a jigsaw puzzle. It’s fun,’ said Pettson, fetching a box from the wardrobe.

‘Here.’ He tipped the pieces onto the table. ‘Fit these together and you’ll make a picture.’

‘Is that it?’

‘Yes, it’s really good.’

Pettson sat and laid a few pieces until Findus started to get interested.

Then he returned to the workshop to file his piece of metal.

[image: Image]

Half an hour later Pettson went back inside. The cat was slouched at the kitchen table, flipping the matchbox. He didn’t look very happy. ‘Have you finished already?’ said Pettson.

‘I put it away,’ said Findus glumly. ‘It was no fun. The pieces didn’t fit.’ ‘Sure they do. That’s the fun of it: finding which pieces fit together.’

‘I wouldn’t call that fun,’ sulked Findus. ‘It would be much better if they fit on the first try, to save you having to look.’

‘I see. What about your matchbox then? Is he coming?’

‘Doesn’t look like it. I can’t get three in a row.’

Pettson sat down and looked at the cat and the box he was flipping.

‘Don’t worry about it. The thing is, if you really believe in the Yule Tomte, he exists. But the matchbox is random; it lands any old how.’

Findus stared at the man in astonishment. ‘Of course he exists! I just want to know if he will visit us at Christmas.’

‘Concentration is key,’ said Pettson. ‘What if we try together? Let’s imagine very hard that the Yule Tomte can hear us. Perhaps he will do something with the matchbox. Flip it again and we’ll see.’

They shut their eyes and imagined as hard as they could that the Yule Tomte was sitting somewhere hearing their thoughts.

Findus flipped the matchbox. It came down with the picture on top. He flipped again. It was the picture side again!

Findus was on tenterhooks. The matchbox spun a third time. And landed on its end!

They stared at it. What did it mean?

‘It wasn’t the right side up,’ said Findus.
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‘No, but it didn’t land either way,’ said Pettson. ‘It was both. It seems the Yule Tomte wants to keep us guessing.’

Findus stood silent and thoughtful.

‘We will have to wait and see,’ he said then.

‘That’s right,’ said Pettson. ‘We can bake gingerbread instead. What do you say?’

Findus thought it an excellent idea. He was awfully fond of gingerbread dough. And baking was at least partly predictable.
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Chapter 12

The days slipped away and Christmas Eve approached quickly. Yet the Yule Tomte machine was far from finished. Everything took longer than Pettson expected. Little worked as it should, and much had to be redone. Pettson fretted that he wouldn’t finish in time. It would be a pity after achieving so much.

He had spent the best part of a morning rooting out the right nuts and bolts to fit a particular section. He placed them before him on the workbench and fastened the first bolt. When he reached for the second one it was gone. He looked all over the bench, in the cabinet with its many drawers, and on the floor. He checked his pockets. He became more and more irritated.

‘I had them right here,’ he said. ‘They can’t just disappear! Findus! Did you take the bolt that was here just now?’

Findus was sitting under the bench spinning a wheel.

Pardon?’ he said, peeping out.

‘The bolt that was here just now. Did you take it?’ said Pettson.

Findus stepped forward with a serious expression on his face.

Very firmly and clearly he said, ‘No, Pettson. If there is anyone who did not take the bolt, it is I. I was spinning a wheel. And, I admit, I also shot off a spring. I saw lots of nails and bits of wood. But not once did I touch a single bolt.’

He solemnly placed his front paws on his heart. ‘I swear on my hat and my only tail that I have never ever touched a bolt in my life. At least, not today I haven’t. If you think me the culprit anyway, I’ll take my punishment bravely. But my innocence will live on forever.’

Pettson was taken aback. ‘A simple “No” would have done the trick,’ he said unhappily.

Findus carried on spinning his wheel. ‘But I saw who did take it!’ he said.

Pettson stared. ‘What do you mean? Is there someone else in here?’
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‘Yes!’ said Findus, as though it were obvious. ‘Of course there is. You know that. They live here, don’t they?’

‘Was it another of those rats? Where did you see it?’

‘It ran behind the pot by the door.’

Pettson hurried over to look but found nothing.

‘That’s where their door is, so it’s probably gone now,’ said Findus.

‘Their door? You’re well informed, aren’t you! I don’t see a door.’

‘It’s in the box with the paint can on it.’

Pettson lifted the box and saw a tiny door in the wall.

‘Don’t move that box!’ said Findus testily. ‘It’s their porch. They keep their sledge there.’

Bewildered, Pettson looked at the box, then at Findus, then at the box again.
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‘Their sledge? How do you know all this?’

‘They’re my friends,’ said Findus casually. ‘They showed me.’

Pettson was cross now. He was annoyed at having to waste time searching for nuts and bolts when there was so much else to do.

‘Friends!’ he growled. ‘Do you know what cats normally do with rats that run around stealing things? Yes, they catch them! That’s what cats do! Cats and rats are not friends.’

Then Findus also flew into a rage.

‘And what do they do to the rats next? Can you answer me that, Pettson?’

The man was embarrassed at saying it out loud, because he knew, of course, that Findus was no ordinary cat.

‘They… eat them,’ he said, shamefaced.

‘Exactly!’ Findus was indignant. ‘They bite off their heads and eat them! Is that what you want me to do to my friends? Is that normal? Are you going to eat me too, just for taking a piddling little bolt?’

‘No, no. That’s not what I meant,’ Pettson hastened to say. ‘But I get so angry when I can’t find anything. It’s bad enough being old and absentminded. Now I hear someone’s stealing my things! Of course I’m angry. I want my bolt back! And everything else that’s missing! For all I know, that rat has a whole pile of it.’

Findus continued to spin his wheel.

‘It probably does,’ he said. ‘But it’s not a rat. It’s a muckle.’

‘Really? It can call itself what it likes for all I care, as long as I get my bolt back. Where is it now?’

‘At home, I imagine,’ said Findus. ‘She lives under the kitchen floor.’

In the snow outside they saw the tracks of a little sledge. The tracks led to beneath the kitchen window, where they vanished among the foundation stones.

‘Now what?’ said Pettson. ‘Can you get under there?’

‘Of course I can,’ said Findus.

‘Then go to your friend and get my bolt, because I need it,’ said Pettson. ‘It’s the only one I found that fits. And I’m tired of looking. I’m angry, and tired of being angry. Tell her that from me. I’ll be waiting in the kitchen.’

‘But… how do I know which is the right one?’ said Findus.

‘Take them all!’ growled Pettson. ‘Or is it too much to carry?’

‘Um… there is quite a lot. I’ll take as much as I can,’ said Findus, and hurried off behind the house.

Pettson went into the kitchen shaking his head.

‘To think my missing things could be right here under the floor,’ he muttered. ‘Who are these friends of his? Rats and muckles? Thieves and bandits is more like it!’

Pettson poured himself some coffee, put a log in the stove, and sat down to wait for Findus. As he waited he looked at the floor and started to wonder where his things where. He knelt and put his ear to the floor. Hearing nothing, he moved to another spot. This time he thought he could make out the cat’s voice. Keeping his ear to the floor he crawled about ever more frenetically. Finally he was certain of it: the rat’s home and his things were directly beneath him. He sat on his chair and fixed his eyes on this spot.
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‘There,’ he said, pleased with himself, ‘That’s where they are.’

Soon Findus came in carrying a basket piled with nuts and bolts. He placed it gravely at Pettson’s feet.

‘Here,’ he said. ‘She’s upset. She wanted to keep them. You may only take what you need to use now.’

‘KEEP THEM?!’ roared Pettson. ‘I’m the one who keeps them. They are mine! I’ll take as many as I want!’

‘No, you can’t,’ said Findus. ‘She took them so she thinks they belong to her. I said I’d give the rest back.’

Pettson pulled off his hat and shoved it in his mouth, ‘Good grief!’ he groaned. ‘What’s this? Am I to sit here arguing with my cat about whether my things belong to me or a thief? I doubt anyone else in the world would even consider it. They’d cut a hole in the floor, chuck out the rat and take back everything she’s stolen!’

‘But you wouldn’t, because you’re nice,’ said Findus flatteringly.

The old farmer sighed. Then he couldn’t help but chuckle.

‘Yes, I’m too nice for my own good,’ he said. ‘Let’s see those bolts.’
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He lifted the basket and poked about in it. Muttering to himself, and now and then exclaiming happily, he found an assortment both of things he had missed and things he hadn’t known he had.

‘Not bad,’ he said at last. ‘I can use all of these. What could a rat possibly want with them? I need them more.’

‘She collects them,’ said Findus. ‘It means everything to her. You mustn’t take it all; she’ll be so sad. And she’s not a rat, she’s a muckle.’

‘Right. I want to talk with this muckle and try to work something out. Ask her to come here.’

Findus went into the kitchen cupboard and shouted down into the corner, ‘Zara Toostra! Pettson wants to talk. You have to come.’

There was a faint squeak.

‘She’s too scared,’ said Findus.

‘If she doesn’t come I’ll keep everything. Tell her I’m not dangerous.’

Findus shouted again, ‘He’s harmless. He wouldn’t dare to touch you. If you don’t come you won’t get your things back.’

There was a silence. They waited.

‘Now she’s crying,’ said Findus. ‘Stop being so unfriendly.’

‘I’m not being unfriendly,’ said Pettson. ‘I just want to know what she’s taken. I’ll take what I need, the rest is hers to keep. Tell her that!’

‘She can hear you, you know,’ said Findus, listening in the cupboard corner. There was more squeaking. ‘But she doesn’t want to return anything. She says it’s hers. She wants her bolts back. She thinks you’re mean.’

Pettson stared at Findus, not knowing whether to laugh or cry. ‘
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She thinks I am mean?’ he yelled. ‘I am nice, that’s what I am. So nice I’m mean! Here I am bargaining with a rat and offering her all my nuts and bolts in exchange for the most important ones, and she calls me mean! Listen up little madam! Unless you hand over every single thing you’ve stolen from me this instant, I will tear up the floor and fetch it myself. All of it!’

‘Stop shouting, Pettson! Can’t you hear you’re upsetting her? You’ve spoilt everything now!’ said Findus, outraged.

But Pettson would have none of it.

‘I’m sick of arguing with cats and rats and muckles. It’s absurd! I want to be left alone to get on with my work. I want my things to be left alone. That’s it, I’m getting my axe!’

He stalked towards the door. Findus desperately wanted to stop him but he was at a loss to know what to do. It wasn’t often that he saw Pettson so furious.

Before long Pettson returned with the axe. He found the spot where he thought his nuts and bolts were and raised his axe. But just as he swung it down, Findus snatched a log and put it in its path. The axe struck the log with a mighty thud, and the cat leapt out of the way.

Shocked at the sight of Findus narrowly dodging his axe, Pettson yelled, ‘What are you doing, cat? I could have hit you!’

‘I’m trying to save the floor,’ Findus yelled back. ‘If you break it, we’ll freeze.’

Then, finally, Pettson came to his senses. The air went out of him and he looked at the axe as if for the first time. He flopped down onto a chair.
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‘What’s happening?’ he said. ‘I must be tired.’

‘Yes, I expect you want a coffee and a nap,’ said Findus.

‘I’ll lie down and read for a bit,’ sighed Pettson. ‘Alone.’

He took a cup of coffee and went into the bedroom, closing the door behind him.

I will have a word with Zara Toostra. I’m better at it than Pettson, thought Findus.
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Chapter 13

Next day everything was back to normal. It was time to finish off the Yule Tomte puppet itself. Which was, after all, the most important part.

Pettson had already carved a head and made moveable arms. Today he wanted to sew the puppet’s clothes. To disguise what he was doing from Findus, he took out a pile of clothes that needed darning and placed the fabric for the Yule Tomte’s costume underneath. His plan was to sit sewing until Findus lost interest. Once the cat had turned his attention to something else, he could discreetly start on the Yule Tomte fabric. He settled on the kitchen settee and began to patch a pair of trousers.

‘What are you doing?’ said Findus. He hopped onto the table and poked about in the sewing box.

‘I’m mending some clothes. There’s lots to do. It will probably take all morning. At least. I’m going to sit here for a really long time. Just sewing and darning. Don’t touch the cotton reels.’

Findus put the reel he was holding back in the box.

‘Aren’t you doing any inventing today? What’s in here?’ he said, picking up a small tin.

‘Pins. Don’t open it,’ said Pettson, taking away the tin and closing the sewing box. ‘No, I won’t be inventing today. I’m tired of inventing. I doubt I will ever finish that wood feeder.’

‘That’s all right,’ said Findus. ‘It’s warm enough in here as it is.’

He dropped onto the clothes pile and rummaged around. He crept into a shirt and stuck his head out of a sleeve. He tried on Pettson’s underpants. They were a little too big. But one sock did fit perfectly – over his head.

All at once a little man appeared in the kitchen doorway. He had a large bag at his side.

‘How do you do?’ he said. ‘Pardon my intrusion. The door was closed, so I opened it and came in.’

‘So I see,’ said Pettson, surprised. ‘Hello. Come on in then. Seeing as you’re in already.’

‘Quite!’ said the man. ‘Getting in is what matters. Pleasure to meet you! Here in my bag I have a tremendous range of items for sale. Many fine seasonal things: Christmas magazines, books, and accessories to charm and cheer you. Allow me.’

He swung up his battered bag onto the table and opened it to reveal a disarray of wares.

Findus popped out of the clothes pile encased in a woolly sock. His face peeked out through a hole in the heel.

The salesman leapt with fright and shrank back.

‘Mercy!’ he bleated. ‘Mr Pettson, your sock just got onto the table!’

‘Yes, I saw,’ said Pettson calmly.

‘I do believe it’s after my magazines!’

Findus laughed.
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‘It’s only Findus. The cat. He’s harmless,’ said Pettson.

‘Of course. I wasn’t actually scared,’ said the salesman casually. ‘I was only pretending.’

He returned to his bag. Findus stood close beside him and watched, still wearing the sock.

‘BOO!’ he said. The little man flinched and moved away. Findus laughed again.

‘Findus!’ said Pettson. ‘Stop teasing the salesman – you’ll put him off his pitch. Go and do something else.’

‘I want to see, too.’

The salesman stared at Findus, then at Pettson, then at Findus again.

‘I could have sworn the cat said something! Did he?’

‘Perhaps,’ said Pettson. ‘We understand each other quite well at any rate.’

Findus curiously eyed the magazines in the bag. The salesman wagged his finger at him and closed the lid.

‘Tsk tsk, Master Findus,’ he said. ‘You might see something you shouldn’t.’

Then he caught sight of Pettson’s sewing box.

‘Mr Pettson, I see you are sewing shirts. Or taking up trousers? ‘It’s just some darning. A stitch in time saves nine,’ said Pettson. ‘How very true,’ said the salesman gravely. ‘Then I’ve come in the proverbial nick of the last minute. Here is a book that fits your precise situation.’

He rummaged in his bag.

‘Look, such an elegant volume: From the Housekeeper’s Drawers. It’s full of tips and advice. Let’s see now: “Knit your own fork warmer,” “How to speak German,” “A hymn for all occasions,” “Convince with confetti,” “How to mend a trouser leg” – there! Precisely what you need! All in all a stupendous collection of things to make and do, both for work and play. See for yourself.’

Pettson thumbed through the book. He liked what he saw.

‘Yes, maybe,’ he said. ‘How much does it cost?’

‘Five and eighty-three.’
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‘Hmm… What else do you have?’

‘Allow me to present the big hitters! First up, Christmas magazines for all the family. Always popular. Brimming with puzzles and crosswords and weather advice and exciting stories. For example, in this issue you can read about “Building a Cast Iron Stove” and “How I Wrestled a Moose Left-Handed”. And you can cut out paper Yule Tomtes. I guarantee that anyone who gets one of these will be pleased as punch. Seven and fourteen is the price.’

Pettson picked up a magazine and the salesman continued, ‘And, as always, we have a range of side-splitting comics: The Phantom’s Christmas Special, Donald Duck, Kronblom and more, not to mention the Christmas classics Come On Tomte!, The Tomte Goes Adventuring Again, The Tomte Returns, and The Tomte’s First Day at School.’

Pettson looked at them. ‘I don’t know. How much is Kronblom?’

‘Four and ninety-fifty.’

‘That’s expensive. Do you have anything else?’

‘Absolutely.’ The salesman dug out some poster rolls. ‘What about these wall hangings with festive Yule Tomte motifs, all very nice and tasteful.’

‘Do you have any with cows on?’ said Pettson.

‘But of course. This one works particularly well,’ said the salesman, unrolling a long line of jolly cows wearing Yule Tomte hats and beards.

‘I’ll take it,’ said Pettson.
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While the men were looking at pictures, Findus had returned to the bag and found a snow globe. In it was a tiny Yule Tomte next to a fir tree. When Findus turned it over it filled with snow. He watched, fascinated by the falling snowflakes.
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When the salesman saw Findus standing there gazing into the snow globe, he said quietly, ‘That item, Master Findus, is not for sale. It is much too precious. It may not be bought, it can only be wished for.’

He carefully took the globe and put it back in the bag. Then he said, ‘Now is the moment when inquisitive cats must leave us. We have secret matters to attend to.’

From his bag he pulled a stick with a Yule Tomte on it.

‘In the meantime, Master Findus, you may play with this in another room.’

He lifted the Yule Tomte to the top of the stick. When he let go it gradually slid down the stick, waggling as it descended. Pettson studied it curiously to see how it worked. Maybe I can make one to give to Findus, he thought.

Findus reached for it. ‘Can I borrow it?’

‘Yes, as long as you don’t spy on us.’

Findus took the toy and left the kitchen. Pettson shut the door behind him.

‘That’s the spirit,’ whispered the salesman. ‘Now, Mr Pettson, let me show you something that will astound young Master Findus. Something fun, amusing and agreeable in all the ways you’ve been looking for.

It’s a… Yule Tomte!’

He held up a small tin Yule Tomte figure with a key in its back. Pettson eyed it sceptically.

‘It doesn’t look very fun,’ he said.

‘It doesn’t look very fun. True, true,’ said the salesman. ‘But it is very fun, and you’ll smile when you hear it. Because it can talk.’

Pettson froze. ‘It can talk?’

‘Of course! Here, let me,’ the salesman said excitedly, and wound it up. ‘You wind it up, press down on its hat, and –’

‘Merry Christmas,’ said the tin Yule Tomte with a rasping, artificial voice.

‘Did you hear that!? It stops talking when you let go of the hat, and carries on when you press it again. Not bad, eh?’

Pettson’s face lit up. He could hardly believe it. ‘Actually, this is just what I need!’

‘I knew it! I knew you’d be tickled, Mr Pettson,’ said the salesman, pleased. ‘It’s hard not to be. It’s yours for four and sixty.’

‘That’s a bit steep,’ thought Pettson.

‘So why not buy two? A pair costs three crowns, because we also have another Yule Tomte. Listen to this one.’
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He took out an identical Yule Tomte and wound it up. ‘Are there any good children here?’ it rasped.

Pettson almost jumped with excitement. ‘Amazing! Just what I need! I’ll take them! Do you have one that asks about cats?’

‘Sold out, I’m afraid. They’ll be back in stock after Christmas.’

‘Then it’s too late,’ said Pettson. ‘But these will do. I can’t believe my luck. I’d given up the talking bit. I, um… It’s hard to explain. Never mind. Do I get both for three crowns?’

‘If that seems too high a price, we can settle on two crowns,’ said the salesman. ‘Which entitles you to the free gift “Sew your own Yule Tomte costume.”’

‘It’s a deal!’ said Pettson eagerly. ‘And also the Kronblom comic and the Housekeeper’s Drawers.’

‘Excellent, excellent. And the snow globe? As a Christmas present for the cat?’

‘So it’s for sale after all?’

‘Of course. Everything is for sale. I’m a salesman, am I not? What I said earlier was a little embellishment for the sake of surprise. It’s more fun that way.’

‘In that case, I’ll buy it too,’ said Pettson.

‘Thanking you kindly! That brings our total to… um teedum… Seven and eighty five.’

Pettson opened his wallet. ‘That seems rather cheap for so much,’ he said.

‘Twelve and ninety, then.’

‘Really?’ said Pettson, disappointed. ‘That’s rather a lot.’ ‘How about six crowns, then?’ said the salesman.

‘No. Let’s say eight and fifty, because that’s what I have here,’ said Pettson putting his money on the table.

The salesman put the money in the bag and packed up his wares. ‘And now, Mr Pettson, if you’d be so kind and stow away your secrets, we can fetch back Findus and my toy. It’s time for me to go home.’

Pettson hid everything but the wall hanging and the book at the top of the cupboard, then opened the door for Findus.

The little salesman closed his bag and removed his hat.

‘Goodbye, gentlemen. I wish you a Merry Christmas and a Happy Tomte.’ He bowed all the way to the floor, pressed his hat back on, and then left.

‘Did you get any secrets?’ asked Findus.

‘I can’t imagine what you mean,’ said Pettson craftily. ‘I think I will look at this book right away.’

He sat down at the table and began to browse. Dreamily, Findus stared out the window.

‘A snow globe would be nice,’ he said. ‘I think I’ll wish for one. That way I might get one.’

Pettson looked out of the window after the salesman. But he couldn’t see him.

‘Where did he go?’ he said. ‘Surely he hasn’t reached the road already. Did you see him?’

‘No,’ said Findus. ‘Maybe he went the wrong way.’

‘… Into the garden?,’ said Pettson, getting up. He went and looked out of the back door. The salesman wasn’t there. He went around the whole house and even peeked in the outhouse. But there was no sign of him.

‘How odd!’ muttered Pettson. ‘With that heavy bag it should take him at least half a minute to reach the road.’

Then he went inside and thought little more about it. And yet, somewhere deep inside him, he felt as if the little salesman was still there.

That evening, as Findus slept, Pettson finished the puppet’s costume. He hid it in the hat rack in the hall. Then he took down the snow globe and tin Yule Tomtes and examined them. They worked just as they should. He sat a long while, turning the snow globe over in his hands. Then suddenly he remembered what the salesman had said when he had wanted Findus to leave the room. The salesman had shown Findus the Yule Tomte on a stick.

[image: Image]

‘Can I borrow it?’ Findus had asked. And the salesman had replied, ‘Yes, as long as you don’t spy on us.’ He had understood what Findus said! Never before had anyone other than Pettson understood Findus. Now and then, people might understand from the look of him what Findus meant. But not just anybody could understand what he said! There was something strange about that man.

Ah well, thought Pettson. There’s much I don’t understand and never will. At least I can make my Yule Tomte machine speak now, and it’s all thanks to the salesman’s call today.
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Chapter 14

The Yule Tomte machine was nearly finished. Pettson had added the two little tin Yule Tomtes and, after much head-scratching, managed to make them talk at the right moment. Also, the machine now operated without him standing next to it turning the wheel. All he had to do now was pull on a cord.

He had spent a whole day on the Yule Tomte puppet itself. Now it was time to connect it to the machine and see how everything worked together.

It did work. And it was really quite remarkable that he had achieved so much. But Pettson was frustrated all the same. The puppet was stiff and far from lifelike. It held the sack of presents rigidly between its hands when it came out through the hatch. Its lips did not move when it said, ’Merry Christmas – are there any good children here?’ Then it opened its arms and dropped the sack, and went back into the machine again.

Pettson tried again, but it was no good. To cap it all, the Yule Tomte still lacked a convincing beard.

What a sorry sight, he thought. It will have to be properly dark for Findus to believe this is real. With just the candles in the Christmas tree, and the door only slightly open, there might be a chance. And I need to find a beard. I’ll call on Gustavsson tomorrow and ask if he has any flax.

He sighed. Then, tired and disappointed, he hid away the puppet and went inside to bed.

After the old man had gone to sleep, Findus woke up. Hearing whispering and munching sounds coming from the kitchen, he crept down and saw some mice seated on the table. They were eating a biscuit and drinking coffee. He stole over to the table and leapt into the air shouting, ‘CAT!!’

The mice jumped in terror, then saw it was Findus wanting to play.

Laughing and screaming they ran away with the cat chasing after them.
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There was much skidding and swerving across the kitchen floor. Then the mice fled under the door to the attic stairs. Findus followed but lost them. He crept up the stairs and peeked over the top step.

The full moon shone silently through the window. Save for the occasional giggle from the corners the room was quiet. Yet Findus had the feeling that someone else was up there as well. He crouched and listened and looked into the darkness. He heard a faint click and spun around. There was someone there! Someone bigger than his small friends, perhaps even bigger than Findus!

Scared, he ran downstairs and jumped onto Pettson. ‘Pettson! Wake up! There’s something in the attic! It moved!’

‘Mmmm… what’s happening?’ mumbled Pettson. ‘I only just dropped off. Why must I see something move?’

‘I don’t know what it is! Hurry!’ Findus prodded him.

When Pettson got it into his sleepy head that there was something in the attic that scared Findus, he climbed out of bed.

‘If we creep up there, we might see him,’ whispered Findus.

He crept noiselessly up the stairs. As quietly as he could, Pettson creaked after him.

‘Shh!’ hissed Findus. ‘You’re supposed to creep, like me.’

‘That’s easy for you to say,’ mumbled Pettson.

They peeked over the top step and held their breath. But the attic was as silent and still as it always was.

Pettson turned on the solitary light bulb and took the torch that hung on the door. Findus showed him where he had seen the whatever-it-was, but everything looked normal. It no longer felt like someone else was there.

Yet something lay glittering on the floor. A ribbon. It seemed familiar.

It appeared to be made of twisted goat hair entwined by a thin gold thread. The ribbon wound along the floor, in among some boxes, and down a gap between a short floorboard and a rafter. The board turned out to be loose.

Pettson lifted it out. In the sawdust underneath lay a skein of flax – or Yule Tomte beard, Pettson thought.
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‘What’s this fluffy stuff?’ asked Findus.

‘I’m not sure. It looks like flax. I’ll take it. It might come in useful.’ ‘Don’t you have enough junk already?’

‘You never know when you’ll need it,’ said Pettson, putting back the floorboard.

‘There doesn’t seem to be anyone else up here. Most likely it’s gone to bed. I think we should, too,’ he said.

It isn’t so easy to fall asleep after seeing something you don’t understand. Findus lay at Pettson’s feet with his ears on full alert. But even ears need to sleep sooner or later. And after that it wasn’t long before the whole cat was asleep as well.

The next evening found Pettson in the workshop once more. He had already painted the Yule Tomte puppet’s features. Now he wanted to see what it looked like with its new beard. He combed the flax with his fingers, shaped it and held it against the wooden face. It looked good. He glued it on.

Just at that moment there came an almighty cackling from the henhouse. Pettson looked up and listened. The cackling stopped as suddenly as it had started.
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Looking back down at the puppet, he saw what an improvement the beard made. The puppet was the same, but different. It almost breathed, and its wooden eyes seemed to be watching him.

Who would have thought it? mused Pettson. How does everything look now?

He connected the puppet and started up the machine.

‘Well I never!’ he muttered. ‘It’s like night and day.’

Except for the beard it was hard to say exactly what had changed. Yet the puppet’s movements were smoother, and its face looked alive. When it talked, its beard seemed to move. It was almost frightening.

At long last Pettson was satisfied. All he had to do was install the machine in the box in the hall without Findus seeing. Two nights were left before Christmas Eve, enough time to also make a Yule Tomte toy like the one the salesman had shown them. Such a good mood came over Pettson then that he decided to begin at once.
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Chapter 15

Pettson checked the thermometer outside the kitchen window. Today they had decided to get their Christmas tree. It wasn’t very cold and the sun even peeked out once in a while, so their outing promised to be a pleasant one.

He fetched his saw and axe, and the sled with the broad runners. Then they set off for the forest. Findus perched on the back of the sled and watched the path gliding out from under him. When his paws got cold, he rode in Pettson’s rucksack instead.

They followed a small trail through the forest.

‘Do you know where we’re going?’ wondered Findus.

‘Yes, it’s just a little bit further. I already chose our tree weeks ago,’ said Pettson.

‘How do you know it’s there? It all looks the same.’

‘Not quite,’ said Pettson. ‘Here and there are distinctive rocks and hillocks. Behind the big boulders over there is an old fence, and beyond it a clearing. I know these woods.’

‘Do you know all the trees by heart?’ said Findus.

‘Hardly! The forest stretches for miles to the north. If you get lost you’ll never find your way home again. But we won’t get lost today. Look, there’s the fence. Our tree will be coming up any moment now.’

‘Will it? I thought we were going to it,’ said Findus. ‘Hmm. – Here it is! Isn’t it grand?’

‘Yes. It’s big though.’

‘Oh no it isn’t,’ said Pettson. ‘You’re small. This tree is just right.’

With their tree on the sled they headed home. Findus went in front waving a stick, in case any moose showed up.

It was then that they heard someone calling for help.

Pettson left the sled and hurried towards the sound. Findus ran ahead.

It was hard to tell exactly where the sound was coming from. Now and again they had to stop and listen, then change direction.

Just as Pettson was wondering if he still knew where they were, he saw through the trees a little hut on wheels.

Outside the hut was a burly man shouting for help. When he and Pettson caught sight of each other, they stood silent a moment. Then the man said again, quietly, ‘Help’.

‘Do you need help?’ asked Pettson.

‘Yes. Can you help me with this crossword?’ said the man. He held out a newspaper.

‘Is that all?’ said Pettson. ‘I thought something had happened.’

‘No, nothing’s happened,’ said the man. ‘It never does. It’s so boring here, you wouldn’t believe it. So sometimes I shout. Surely, someone will come, I say to myself. But no one ever does. Would you join me for a cup of mulled wine?’

‘Yes, thanks,’ said Pettson.
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There was just enough room for them to sit at the little hut’s little table. The man, who called himself Fisher, poured half a bottle of wine into a saucepan on the stove.

Findus hopped up onto Pettson’s knee and fixed a watchful eye on the man.

‘So you’ve brought your cat. Hmm, maybe I should get one to keep me company. It’s so lonely doing the crossword on my own.’

‘Why are you here then?’ said Pettson.

‘I am a forester. I’m supposed to look after the forest. But I don’t know how,’ said Fisher, looking miserable.

‘I used to be an angler. Now that was more like it! Just cast the line and wait. But I hardly ever got a bite, so I had to quit. I found this job instead, but they never told me how to do it. They just said that spruce has short needles and pine has long ones. Then they sent me here. So every day I take a walk and check the trees are still there. Which they are, of course. I feel a bit foolish, to tell you the truth.’

‘I can imagine,’ said Pettson.

‘The other day I tidied under the spruce trees, swept up needles, sorted cones in piles, and so on. And yesterday I checked on the mushrooms, the last four. When they are gone, I’ll have even less to do. Oh! The wine is boiling…’

Fisher poured out the wine and got out a bag of raisins and almonds. Gingerbread biscuits were already on the table.

‘Does the cat want a cup, too?’ he said.

‘Yuck!’ said Findus.

‘He’s happy with raisins and gingerbread, thanks,’ said Pettson.

He noticed a sad little spruce tree wilting in a corner.
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‘That’s a small Christmas tree,’ he said.

‘It’s not a Christmas tree, it’s just a tree I’m looking after,’ said the forester. ‘I took it inside on account of its size.’

‘But then it can’t grow any more,’ said Pettson.

‘Really? Well… I don’t know,’ said the forester vaguely. ‘I thought it might get trampled by a bear or something. It’s not easy being a forester when you’ve spent all your time on water. What would you do in my shoes?’

‘Um… Good question,’ said Pettson. ‘I’d probably do the crossword like you. Count moose, maybe…’

‘Counting’s good!’ Fisher was excited. ‘I hadn’t thought of that. Moose are good. And I can count hares and bears and birds too. That’ll keep me busy. I’ve seen birds outside the hut. Crows or magpies or something.’

‘And I’d also see that people don’t steal any trees,’ said Pettson.

Fisher looked horrified. ‘That’s it! That’s what I’m supposed to do! If only I’d known the other day. A man drove up with a truck, cut down some Christmas trees and piled them in. Right in front of me. A hardened criminal, no doubt.’

‘But if he took a whole truckload, it was likely his own land. You would have scared him otherwise.’

The forester gaped at Pettson.

‘His own land? I thought it was just… forest. How am I supposed to know what trees to look after? No. This work is too difficult. It’s no fun at all.’

He rested his head in his hand and glared out the window. He sat lost in his thoughts a while. Then he smiled and said, ‘Do you know what I’d really like to do? I’d like to live high up on a mountain, with views of snowy peaks and green valleys and lakes. I’d have a little cabin and a happy wife and five children and some cows and goats. And if anyone was sad, I’d play the fiddle to cheer them up.’

‘That sounds nice,’ said Pettson. ‘So you play the fiddle?’

‘Why yes, a bit,’ said Fisher. ‘I take it out when the boredom gets too much. Would you like to listen?’

Pettson did, but Findus hid under the table and covered his ears.

Fisher took his fiddle from the shelf where it lay wrapped like a newborn baby.

‘It’s not finished yet,’ he said, ‘But… it goes like this…’

And Fisher began to play like no one had ever played before. The walls of the little hut seemed to open out and the two men and cat soared up above the dark spruce forests, up towards the light, over snow-clad mountains and green valleys, far, far away…

Pettson was enchanted. Never had he heard anything so wonderful.

The music ended abruptly. Embarrassed, Fisher explained that he couldn’t remember the rest. He seemed to be waiting for Pettson to say something. But Pettson was still in the music, and it wasn’t until Findus started clapping that he came back to himself.
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‘You’re a maestro if ever there was one. That’s the sweetest sound I’ve ever heard.’

The forester smiled sheepishly. ‘Well… it’s fun to scratch out a tune once in a while,’ he said, wrapping up his fiddle again.

It became very quiet, as if words no longer mattered. Pettson thought it was time to leave.

‘We must be off,’ he said. ‘Thanks for the wine and your playing.’

‘Oh, going so soon?’ said the forester. ‘Then I’ll take a walk and check the forest. So it doesn’t run away. You’ll come and visit, won’t you?’

‘Yes indeed,’ said Pettson. ‘If I can find you again.’

Pettson put Findus in his rucksack and headed back the way they had come. But the trail wasn’t where he expected it to be. He stopped and thought through his earlier movements. Turning left felt right, so he tried that. But the sight of unfamiliar boulders made him stop again. He tried to retrace his tracks but soon lost them.

Findus began to worry.

‘Are you lost?’

‘No, no,’ said Pettson. ‘Let me think.’

‘I want to go home. Now!’ said Findus.

Pettson wandered on, only to stop again when he didn’t recognise anything. He felt panic. He tried to reassure Findus but it just made the cat even more afraid. Findus was close to tears.

‘You are lost! We’ll never find our way home again!’ he grizzled.

Pettson stood surrounded by trees and looked about unhappily. All at once, Findus heard a faint sound.

Pettson listened. He could also hear something. Someone was approaching.

‘Letters, schmetters! Happy, sad, and love letters! Postcards, Christmas cards and bills! So many letters!’

In the distance they saw the little postman Findus had met before, skiing through the woods. He didn’t seem to notice them.

‘It’s the postman!’ yelled Findus. ‘The one who conjured himself away and had a parcel for you. He can help us! Run after him! HEY, POSTMAN!’

The postman continued on his way. Pettson chased after him but couldn’t catch up. Soon he had vanished behind the trees.

However, now Pettson recognised his surroundings. Up ahead he heard the postman saying, ‘Why, if that isn’t Pettson’s Christmas tree! An exspruce delivery!’

Before long they found the trail again, and there was the sled and their tree!

Pettson knew which way to go from there. But the postman was gone.
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‘Our tree!’ cheered Pettson. ‘Our little Christmas tree! THANK YOU for showing the way home!’

‘POSTMAN!’ called Findus.

‘What an oddity,’ said Pettson. ‘I wonder who he is. He really saved us back there.’

‘I want to go home right now,’ said Findus. ‘Never ever go into the woods again!’

He stayed in Pettson’s rucksack the whole way, keeping a lookout for the postman. But they neither heard nor saw him again.

That evening, Pettson stood at his workbench and finished off the Yule Tomte toy for Findus.

As he worked he thought of Fisher, alone in a dark forest without the faintest idea what he was doing, when all he really wanted was to sit with his family on a mountain peak and play the fiddle. Some people lose their way in life, that’s for sure.

Getting lost himself had been horrible for Pettson. What if they had carried on in the wrong direction and frozen to death! And then along had come that peculiar postman, in the thick of the forest, and showed them the way.

When things happen that people can’t explain, they speak of miracles. A guardian angel had been watching over Findus and Pettson that day. An angel in a postman’s uniform. Who could he be?





Chapter 16

Christmas Eve was one day away. The Yule Tomte machine was ready. Only one question remained: how to start it without Findus noticing?

Pettson had a plan. He and Findus would stand at the window watching for the Yule Tomte. Then he would pull a cord to open a little trapdoor so a weight would drop down and… Yes, it was a complicated arrangement. Its smooth running depended on a pair of small pulley wheels.

For half an hour he searched the workshop. He knew he had the wheels, but he couldn’t find them anywhere. Irritated at how long it was taking, he went to the house to try there as well. He searched in the kitchen drawers, in the wardrobe, in the larder and under the settee.

In the end he found them in a sock in the bedroom chest of drawers.

In the same drawer he also found the half-finished ski that Findus would have received last Christmas had it been ready in time. He decided to finish it right way as a present for Findus.
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There came a clattering from the back door. It was the cat, back from skiing on his one ski. He came inside, snowy and dishevelled, with the ski still on.

Pettson hid the ski he’d found in the hat rack in the hall, then went to help Findus. And what do you know, he left the small pulley wheels on the chest of drawers.

‘I want another ski, Pettson. I can’t keep my balance on just one,’ said Findus.

‘Of course you can have another ski,’ said Pettson. ‘I promise to finish it as soon as I can.’

He drew a chair before the stove and sat the cat on it to warm his paws.

‘I’m off to the workshop,’ said Pettson. ‘On secret business.’

‘I thought as much,’ said Findus. ‘In that case, I’ll be here wrapping your presents. Don’t come in until I say so.’

In the workshop Pettson finished the ski. He planed it and polished it and attached its bindings.

Meanwhile, Findus looked for something to wrap. It wasn’t long before he found the small wheels on the chest of drawers. He was delighted. They were just the kind of thing that Pettson would like for Christmas.

He wrapped them in lots of paper and ribbons. The finished parcel was quite big, considering that it was for two small pulley wheels. Christmas parcels are supposed to be big, thought Findus. He hid the parcel under the attic stairs, then went to tell Pettson he had a secret he was not sharing.

When Pettson heard Findus knock, he buried the ski under his planing tools and some offcuts of wood.

‘Isn’t your secret ready yet?’ said Findus. ‘What is it?’ ‘I’m not saying,’ said Pettson.

‘Is it long and flat, like a ski?’

‘I wouldn’t think so. Can’t you go back inside and let me finish?’

‘I’m hungry,’ said Findus.

‘Me too,’ said Pettson. ‘Let’s put some porridge on.’

Findus hopped up onto his back for a ride. ‘Porridge!? Now there’s a surprise!’
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After eating, Pettson remembered the small wheels he should have taken with him earlier. However, they no longer lay where he’d left them. He muttered and swore and looked all over for them, getting more and more annoyed.

‘This is ridiculous! I spent an hour looking for them and now they’re gone again. Why can’t I keep my things in order? FINDUS! Have you seen a pair of small pulley wheels anywhere?

‘Noo…’

‘I left them in the bedroom and they’ve vanished. It’s enough to drive you round the bend…’

Exasperated, he started searching all over again.

Findus stood there feeling guilty. He knew he must return the wheels immediately. If not, Pettson would keep searching and swearing until Christmas Eve, and that did no one any favours.

I hope he doesn’t get mad, thought Findus. He’s so nice and kind. But sometimes he explodes. Particularly when he’s been looking for something for hours. Best to get it over with. He ran and fetched the parcel.

‘An early Christmas present,’ he said and gave it to Pettson.

Pettson was surprised to get a parcel just like that, though his face remained stern as he opened it. But when he saw what was inside, he brightened up.

‘It’s them! Did you find them on the chest of drawers? And wrapped them already! What a clever cat you are. It’s perfect, exactly what I just wished for.’

Findus hadn’t expected such a reaction. He liked making people happy. He wanted to do it again.

‘Do you need anything else?’ he asked.

‘Not this minute. No, wait. A cup of coffee. But you don’t have to wrap it.’

Pettson sat down and found out how uncomfortable this is to do with a ruler in your back pocket. He took out the ruler and put it on the table.

As Pettson reached for a sugar lump, Findus took the opportunity to pinch the ruler and hide it under a cushion.

Naturally, when Pettson returned to the workshop he had forgotten all about it. Findus hurried to wrap it, using the same paper and ribbons as before.
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By and by Pettson appeared, looking very cross. ‘Now my ruler’s gone as well! Have you seen it?’ Happily Findus handed him his new parcel. ‘Early Christmas present!’

Pettson looked suspiciously at Findus and opened the parcel. He already knew what was inside. He was much less pleased this time. He tried to hide it, but he was almost cross.

He just said, ‘Thank you. Where did you find it?’

Findus knew then that he had misbehaved. The old man was in no mood for games.

‘On the table,’ he said meekly.

‘If you’d left it there, I wouldn’t have had to look for it at all. Getting Christmas presents is no fun if you have to lose your temper first. Don’t do this again. I hate searching for things. I spend half my days searching for things. Think of a present that helps me with that instead.’

Findus was sorry. He hadn’t meant this to happen. That scatterbrain can try organising his rulers himself, he huffed. He’ll need a whole lot of pockets.

That’s it!… Findus had an idea.

In the bedroom wardrobe was a cardboard box filled with woolly socks, hats and suchlike. Findus took out some socks and a knitted cap. Hanging on a nail was one of Pettson’s two ties. Concentrating hard, the cat threaded the tie through the stitches of the socks and cap to make something that looked like bags on a clothesline.

A little mouse peeked up from a hat in the box and squeaked, ‘Look, Findus is knitting!’

All at once a whole choir of mice started squeaking, ‘Findus is knitting!

What’s he knitting? Knotting?’

Findus cheerfully showed off his creation. He held it round his waist.

‘It’s a Christmas present for Pettson. He can wear it like this and keep his rulers in it, so he knows where they are.’

He wrapped it and hid it under the stairs.

Pleased with himself, he stood in the kitchen window with his paws behind his back and waited for the workshop door to open. He was ready for Christmas.
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Chapter 17

It was Christmas Eve at last. The day both Findus and Pettson had been waiting for. Findus, because it was so slow in arriving, and Pettson, because it came so fast. He had often doubted that he would finish his machine in time.

But finish it he did. The night before he had installed the whole contraption in the box in the hall. He had also drilled a hole in the wall. This let him pass a cord through to the front room window where they would stand and watch for the Yule Tomte. When it was time, he would pull on the cord and start the Yule Tomte machine.

It would soon be time.

After Christmas dinner they went into the front room. Findus immediately helped himself to the sweets on the table.

‘When is the Yule Tomte coming?’ he asked.

‘You never really know,’ said Pettson. ‘It could be any time now.’ He fed some more logs into the stove, then sat down on the settee.

‘Aren’t we going to sit by the fire like we usually do?’ said Findus.

‘No, it’s better here. My knees get so warm by the fire. Here’s nice, we can see the whole room with the tree, the fire, the door… ‘

‘I want to see his lantern coming,’ said Findus. He hopped onto the table by the window to look.

Pettson stayed on the settee, drinking coffee and smoking his pipe. He was nervous. He had tested the machine a few times and it would probably work well. All the same, he had his doubts.

He was proud of his Yule Tomte machine, of course. Not many people could have built such a thing. Yet it seemed so flimsy to him. Just a closer look is all it would take for Findus to see that it was a trick.

But the worst thing was that the nearer the big moment drew, the clearer it became that if the plan succeeded, if Findus believed the Yule Tomte had come, Pettson would feel terrible for deceiving him. So should he reveal the truth? If he did, all his efforts would come to nothing.

At the same time, he was understandably curious to see if it would work. This was, after all, what he’d been thinking about and working on for the past three weeks.

‘Won’t he come soon?’ said Findus, his face pressed against the windowpane.

Pettson went and stood beside him. He felt for the cord for the Yule Tomte machine.

‘Yes, soon.’

They stood there a while. Just another minute and I’ll pull on the cord, thought Pettson.
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‘There’s something shining!’ said Findus.

‘What? Where?’

‘Behind the woodshed. But it’s gone now.’

Surprised, Pettson looked out into the darkness. ‘Really? It could be him.’

It’s probably the headlights of a car on the road, he thought. Now’s a good time to start up the machine.

They looked a little longer and then Pettson pulled on the cord. There was a faint clicking and thudding as the machine came to life.

‘Did you hear that?’ whispered Findus. ‘That sound?’

Now they heard three knocks. Pettson and Findus were both equally nervous.

‘Here he comes!’ whispered Pettson. ‘COME IN! Now we sit down, quick!’

He grabbed Findus and hurried to the settee. They sat stock-still as if for a photograph, and stared at the door.

‘Aren’t we going to open it?’ whispered Findus.

‘No. Shh. He’ll open it himself – look!’

Slowly the Yule Tomte puppet appeared in the door opening. The room was much brighter than Pettson had expected, but it didn’t matter. So lifelike and realistic was the puppet that it might have been real. Its movements were smooth and precise, and it put down its sack carefully rather than simply letting it drop from its hands. And its beard waggled when it talked. It must be a vibration in the machine, thought Pettson.

‘Merry Christmas,’ said the Yule Tomte in a curious lilting voice which sounded much more convincing than before.

‘Merry Christmas,’ said Pettson.

‘Merry Christmas,’ mumbled Findus warily. He was on his guard. He looked intensely at the Yule Tomte, at once scared and fascinated.

‘Are there any good cats here?’ said the Yule Tomte.
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Because Pettson was so used to his puppet asking, ‘Are there any good children here?’ he had practised answering ‘No, but there’s a good cat.’ So now he got mixed up: ‘No, there’s… children…’

But Findus called out, ‘Yes! I’m good.’

Pettson sat as if bewitched. It didn’t make sense. The Yule Tomte actually seemed to smile. And then he said, ‘That’s the spirit, Findus. Then you shall have your Christmas presents. Here you are.’

Now Findus was so excited he couldn’t sit still, and Pettson was so confused he forgot to hold him back.
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The cat leapt down and ran over to the Yule Tomte. Pettson made a half-hearted attempt to stop him, but he knew it was pointless.

Findus was no longer afraid. He took the sack and looked the Yule Tomte straight in the eyes and said, ‘Thank you for coming.’

The Yule Tomte smiled back at him. Without further ado, Findus began unpacking the sack.

When they heard the front door close, Findus peeked out into the hall. ‘He didn’t shut the door properly,’ he said.
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Pettson remained seated and tried to make sense of it all. It had gone too well. He stood up slowly, as if not understanding what Findus was saying.

‘Didn’t shut the door properly?…’

He went gingerly out to the hall. The front door was ajar. In the freshly fallen snow outside he saw a set of small footprints leading off into the darkness. They were gradually erased. Before long they were gone altogether.

Findus wanted to look as well.

‘Do you see him?’ he said.

‘See who?’

‘The Yule Tomte, of course!’

Pettson stared at the cat as if in a trance, thoughts whirling in his head. ‘The Yule Tomte? No, there’s no-one.’

Findus ran back inside.

‘Come on, Pettson. Shut the door. It’s time for our presents.’

Pettson took a breath. He gave the box in the hall a long hard look.

Something told him that all was not as it should be in there. But now wasn’t the time to check.

‘Look what the Yule Tomte brought me!’ called Findus.
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It was the Yule Tomte-on-a-stick that Pettson had made. He calmed down a little when he saw that his gift at least was in the sack.

Findus opened the next parcel. It was the snow globe Pettson had bought from the salesman.

‘I wished for this! It’s almost like the one the man had, who came with the magazines.’

‘How nice. The Yule Tomte knew you liked it,’ said Pettson. ‘But isn’t it exactly the same?’

‘No, this one has the postman in it.’

‘What? The postman? I thought it was a Yule Tomte…’
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Pettson took a closer look. Inside the snowing globe was a tiny figure that indeed resembled the postman. When Findus turned the globe over, it skied back and forth.

‘Goodness! That’s odd… How on earth…?’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ said Findus. ‘The snow’s the main thing. The postman’s just as good. He was so funny.’

He dug out a third parcel.

‘Here’s another one. With a label on it. What does it say?’

Pettson awoke from his thoughts and took the parcel. The ribbon was familiar. It glittered gold.

It says, ‘To Pettson.’ He looked at Findus in alarm. ‘Was this in the sack?’

‘Of course it was. You get a present too, don’t you? Can I open it?’ said Findus, stretching out his paws.
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In the parcel was a wooden wind-up toy, a little Yule Tomte. It was remarkably similar to Pettson’s puppet. Like Pettson’s it advanced without moving its legs. It opened its arms, as if to drop its sack, just as stiffly. Then it made a rasping sound, like laughter.

Pettson was totally confused. He didn’t understand anything.

‘Was this in the sack?’ he asked again.

‘Yes, what’s strange about that?’

‘Nothing, it’s just…’

‘Well, you look strange.’
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Pettson tried to gather his composure. ‘Do I? It must be because it’s been such a long time since I got anything from the Yule Tomte.’

He tried to take in what had happened. So much was odd about it. And his Yule Tomte machine had said things it wasn’t meant to. He simply had to investigate.

‘I’ll be back soon. Wait here,’ he said, and went out to the hall.

He closed the door behind him. Quickly he fetched the torch from the attic door. He opened the box and shone the light inside.

The beard of the Yule Tomte puppet was gone. Its face was as stiff and wooden as when Pettson had first made it. Its arms hung down. It looked like the lifeless object it was.

The door handle turned. Pettson hastily closed the box and got to his feet. Findus peeped out.

‘What are you doing?’

‘I…’ He remembered suddenly. ‘Your Christmas present! I’m getting my present for you!’

‘And I have one for you!’ said Findus. ‘I hid it under the settee.’

He ran to fetch it while Pettson took down his present from the hat rack. It was an oblong lopsided parcel. Findus opened it quickly.

‘Ooh, another ski! Just what I wanted. Thank you, Pettson!’ He hugged Pettson’s legs. ‘I’m going to try both right away.’

He darted off to the kitchen to get his other ski.

Pettson stood where he was and tried to understand. Once again he had to accept that sometimes things happen that can’t be explained. This was one of them, and he might as well enjoy it.

And now suddenly he didn’t feel guilty any more for trying to deceive Findus with his machine. The lie he had told had turned into a truth.

To Findus it was clear that he had met the Yule Tomte. There was nothing strange about it. It was what he had been expecting all along.

The cat returned with both skis on.

‘I’m going skiing tomorrow,’ he said. ‘I won’t fall over so much any more.’

He promptly fell over. Pettson laughed. ‘With two skis, it might be twice as hard.’

‘No, I’ll learn all right. Have you opened your present?’

Pettson unfolded the tool belt that Findus had made. At first he couldn’t tell what it was.

‘You tie it around your waist, and then you can keep your rulers in it.’

Findus saw that Pettson was pleased.

‘You know what I need even before I do,’ he said. ‘Did you make it yourself? Now that’s what I call a clever cat!’

‘No, that’s what you call a Findus.’
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SVEN NORDQVIST was born in Sweden in 1946. He has drawn and painted for pleasure all his life, while working as an architect, teacher, and illustrator.

In 1983 he won the picture book competition arranged by the publishing house Opal with Agaton Öman och alfabetet. The following year, his first book about Findus and Pettson, Pannkakstårtan, was published. Initially there were no plans for a series, but the old man and his talking cat proved so popular that Sven wrote further books about their adventures, and today they are read by children and adults throughout the world.

In his youth Sven was often inspired by the magazine MAD, whose influence can easily be seen when looking at his pictures. His interest in carpentry and technical construction is also noticeable in the world of Findus and Pettson.

Sven Nordqvist’s illustrations are full of vivid colour and detail. Each picture creates its own world, full of small figures and things that subtly comment on the main story, and each time you look at them you will notice new details. Perhaps this is why his pictures are so loved and appreciated: from small children to adults who left their picture book days behind a long time ago, Findus and Pettson remain firmly in people’s hearts.
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