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CHAPTER 1


THE FIND


I do wish I could fly,” said Bluebell wistfully, as she watched the birds flying overhead. “Would you like to fly Dan?” she asked her brother.


“Don’t be silly,” replied Dandelion (which was his proper name), “who ever heard of mice flying!”


“I know I can’t,” sighed Bluebell, “I was only thinking it would be fun.”


It was a bright, sunny spring morning and Bluebell and her brother had been playing in the long grass. They were the youngest members of the Long-tail family of field mice, that lived on the edge of farmer Periwinkle’s field not far from the barn.


Mr and Mrs Long-tail had set up home there in a comfortable burrow, and raised a large family; it was thought that there were nine, but as they were such a lively lot—always running hither and thither—it was almost impossible to count them.


The burrow was warm and cosy; Mrs Long-tail was a good mother and looked after her family very well. She taught them to be good, hard working field mice and to respect their father, for he worked very hard for his family. The little mice children would soon be grown up, and it was important that they should know how to look after themselves, and their families, when the time came.
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Mrs Long-tail was most insistent on their cleanliness. They had to wash themselves properly—keep their whiskers clean—groom their fur and take care of their teeth. These standards had to be maintained for the health of the family and their general well-being. Above all, they must be thoughtful and kind to other creatures.


Because they were still very young, Dandelion and Bluebell were given a little more freedom than their brothers and sisters who were old enough to have lessons; they had to learn all about finding food and storing it, and finding and making a safe burrow. They all had to learn about the ways of the world, especially that part in which they lived and worked. There were many dangers that they all had to know about, and how best to avoid them.


Some of the dangers to the Long-tail family were the farm pets. The dogs were both pets and working dogs. Benji and Toby were trained sheep dogs and when they had done their work for the day, were too tired to bother about field mice. Tim, or ‘Tiger’ as he was often called, was a little white mongrel with some black markings and was the pet of the farm children. He was not at all like his namesake; he was friendly with everyone—well—almost everyone. He would tolerate the cats—indoors. He had to be on acquaintance terms in the farm kitchen or he would have lost his place by the warm stove; outside was a different matter.


Tim would sometimes take the cats by surprise just as they were stalking a bird or some small creature; he would bark, creating a distraction, and so doing, allow the prey to escape. The cats would be so cross with him and spit and try to catch him with an extended claw. The birds and small creatures loved him, and although he did sometimes chase them, it was all in good fun, and he was regarded with high esteem.
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Tim with bone
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The Long-tails had to be very watchful of the cats—they were by far their greatest danger. There were four of them—two male and two female—one of which was the old mother cat. They all moved with such stealth—it was not easy to see or hear them coming— and all the small creatures had to be on their guard. Tim would often act as ‘lookout’ for them.


The birds that lived around the farm were friendly with the mice—or most of them were—as they had no love for the cats either. They would give a very clamorous warning to the Long-tails whenever they saw the cats approaching; they would screech and twitter and make such a noise so that the mice would have time to seek shelter. Some birds were not so friendly; the crows and magpies were not their friends at all and the little mice had to keep a lookout for them also. The pigeons and doves, the thrushes and blackbirds and the perky little sparrows, were all friendly, as were the finches and the cheerful little robin.


Dandelion and Bluebell used to play at the edge of the field, and watch the birds swooping and diving for their food; some liked seeds while others preferred worms or insects. The favourite meal of the little field mice was grass-seed cake which their mother would make on special occasions—like birthdays. Most days they would have porridge made with the oats that their father and their older brothers and sisters would gather from the farm. Mother told them they must only collect grain from the ground or floor of the barn; but she had a suspicion that sometimes one of them would go into a full sack, through a small hole at the bottom, and that worried her, in case they were caught by the farmer.
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On that bright sunny morning as Dandelion and Bluebell played in the warm sunshine, the birds were very lively—they also enjoyed the warmth of the sun—and Bluebell was telling them how lucky they were to be able to fly. “You can go anywhere you want to,” she told them, “you are so free! I do wish I could fly,” she said again.


“Well you can’t,” said her brother Dan, “so it’s no good wishing.”


“There’s no harm in just wishing,” replied Bluebell; and watched the birds for a moment longer, then sighed and said, “It’s a lovely day, I’d like to go somewhere nice.”


“You’d better not let Mother hear you say that, or she’ll worry and think you are going to do something silly; it’s not safe for field mice to wander off on their own!” exclaimed Dandelion.


The little mice decided to have a game of ‘hide and seek’ in the long grass, with Blackbird looking on, until they had tired themselves out and fell fast asleep.


They had been asleep for some time when they were awakened by such a noise and twittering; Blackbird was hopping and fluttering close by them and telling them to ‘come and look’. He said that some funny thing was coming their way; flying like a bird, only it had no wings.


“Look! Look!” he called excitedly, “I wonder what it is?”


“It’s a balloon!” said a voice from behind as Pigeon flew down beside them.


“A balloon?” replied Blackbird in a rather surprised tone of voice.


“Have you not seen a balloon before?” questioned Pigeon in a somewhat superior way.


“Well - eh - y - yes, I think so - perhaps - eh - but not like that—all on its own—just flying!”


“It’s not flying,” replied Pigeon! “It’s drifting—in the wind you know.”
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“Oh how exciting,” squeaked Bluebell, I wish I could just drift like that.”


As the balloon came nearer, turning and twisting in the light wind, pigeon noticed a length of string dangling from it, and as he stood up—giving himself a shake—said, “I think I will go and investigate,” and off he flew.


They all watched eagerly and a little afraid; they saw Pigeon fly up to the balloon, and around it several times; then, after making sure it was harmless, he took hold of the string and flew towards them, towing the balloon behind him. It was rather a large ‘blue balloon’.


“I wonder where it has come from,” said Dandelion.


“And where it was going,” added Bluebell.


“It won’t get there now,” said Blackbird with a chuckle, as he flew over to help Pigeon, who was being pulled backwards by its size.


When Pigeon and Blackbird returned with the balloon bobbing about behind them, Bluebell jumped up and down with excitement.


“May I hold it Pigeon?” she asked, “Oh please may I have a little hold?”


“Hmm,” Pigeon paused a moment, then said, “I suppose you can, but do hold it tightly, don’t let it go again!” Bluebell took hold of the string with her tiny paws just as a gust of wind blew past, and although she held on so tightly—not wanting to lose it—she could not keep it down and away it went—only this time—it took Bluebell along with it.


“Hold on Bluebell!” shouted Dandelion. “Hold on!”


“Oh! Oh!” she cried, “Help! Help!”


Pigeon and Blackbird both flew after her with a great flutter of feathers.


“Hang on,” they called. “Don’t let go Bluebell!”


As she looked down, Bluebell could see the ground getting further and further away and her friends looking smaller and smaller.


“Oh dear,” she whimpered, “I didn’t think flying would be like this!” Then she saw Pigeon and Blackbird flying up after her.”


[image: images]


[image: images]


Pigeon flew up to investigate the balloon.
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Blackbird was born in the country and knew a great deal about country ways.
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Pigeon was born and grew up in the town with a great many other pigeons, but now he lives happily in the country.


“I can’t bear to look,” cried Dandelion, hiding his face in his paws.


“Oh look!” called rabbit, who had been watching from nearby.


“Look! They’ve got hold of the balloon and are bringing Bluebell back!”


“That was very exciting!” laughed Bluebell after they had landed safely. “I was a little frightened at first, but it was great fun—really!” she said, thinking, they did not look convinced.


[image: images]


“Oh! Oh!” she cried, “Help! Help!”
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“Oh look!” called rabbit, who had been watching from nearby. “Look! They’ve got hold of the balloon and are bringing Bluebell back!”
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“It would be great to fly,” Bluebell added with a sigh, “it was fun, although a bit scary.”


“I have an idea,” said Blackbird, “but whatever you do Pigeon, do not let go of that balloon!”


“I’ll tie it down somewhere safe,” replied Pigeon, rather curious to know what Blackbird had in mind.


“What we need is a basket—and I know just the one who might be able to help us,” said Blackbird, and off he flew.


Not far away, in the grounds of a big house, there was a Bird-Garden and Blackbird knew that an African Weaver-Bird lived there. He was good at making baskets, strong lightweight baskets. They were really nests that he wove for his family to live in, and just what was needed thought Blackbird, as he flew over to talk to him.


“I hope Blackbird won’t be too long,” said Bluebell, rather impatiently.


“What do you think he’s going to do?” Dandelion’s question was rhetorical and expected no answer.


It was not long before Blackbird was seen returning. He was quite excited as he landed, and looked pleased with himself.


“It’s all arranged!” he announced, “but we’ll have to wait until the morning.”


Bluebell did not much like the idea of waiting for anything, but said she would try to be patient.


“We must get the balloon into a safe place tonight,” said Blackbird. “I think the barn would be a good place.”


“I’ll help you,” said Pigeon, and together they took hold of the string and flew over to the barn; they soon found a place, out of sight, and there they tied it up securely.
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That night Bluebell found it difficult to sleep; wondering what was happening, and remembering her exciting flight with the balloon. At dawn the next day the two little field mice were woken up by the chorus of birds, which seemed to be even more tuneful than usual; they had all heard about the blue balloon and were also eager to know what was going on.


Once again it was a bright sunny morning and a sense of expectancy was everywhere. The birds were chattering and chirping, and flitting hither and thither. The rabbits were extra active, bobbing and jumping, boxing each other and chasing and pouncing; they were very lively and playful. Rabbits play quietly—unlike the birds who often make a lot of noise—but there is a little song they sometimes sing, and if you are very quiet—and lucky enough—you might hear them…
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Humpetty, bumpetty, jumping about,


ears pricked high and twitching snout.





Thumperty, dumperty thumping the ground,


calling all friends with a thumping sound.





Their family and friends would then gather round to find out what was going on, as they did on this particular morning.


After a while, all the chirping and twittering stopped; the birds perched themselves on trees and fences, and the rabbits all sat up and looked around as Blackbird flew down, saying that he required some helpers.


“I need volunteers,” he said. “We must get the balloon over to the Bird-Garden in the park.”


“What is going to happen?” asked Bluebell. “What are you going to do?” she continued.
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