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Eight Times Nine!

‘EIGHT TIMES nine! Eight times nine! It won’t come right. I’ve tried and I’ve tried!’

Bill heard the cross voice as he came through Breezy Wood and stopped. What a funny thing to say in the middle of the wood! Eight times nine! Well, he knew what they were, because he knew all his tables! Bill peered round a tree to see who was talking.

‘Eight times nine! Sixty-three! No, I’ve tried that and it’s wrong!’ It was a little whiskery man who was speaking, as he bent over something on the ground. He looked extraordinarily like a magical brownie, but Bill was sure he couldn’t be. Nobody saw magical brownies nowadays.

‘Eight times nine!’ said the little fellow and began to arrange something here and there. Bill stared in surprise. He had a large number of fir cones on the ground before him, set out in three lines. Nearby was a small heap of acorns and beside these were about a dozen chestnuts.

What could he be doing? Bill peered further round the tree, wondering if he should ask the little man. Then, without even turning round, the fellow spoke to him.

‘I can see you peeping round that tree. You needn’t peep. Come right out.’

‘How did you see me?’ said Bill, surprised, coming out from behind the tree trunk. ‘You weren’t even looking at me.’

‘I’ve got eyes in the back of my head,’ said the little man, and Bill had quite a shock when he suddenly saw two eyes looking at him through holes in the back of the man’s pointed cap. ‘Haven’t you ever heard of eyes like that? I’ve got them in the front too, of course!’ He turned and looked at Bill.

Yes, certainly he had eyes there too, bright green and twinkling. And his two pointed ears were green as well! Then he frowned. ‘It’s a pity you interrupted me,’ he said. ‘I’m in the middle of a spell – but this eight times nine must be wrong. I cannot make the spell work.’

‘Oh – are you making a spell?’ said Bill, and suddenly felt excited. ‘Can I help you?’

‘I don’t know. Do you know your tables?’ asked the little fellow. He was most certainly a magical brownie, for his whiskers fell almost to his feet.

‘Yes, of course,’ said Bill. ‘We learn them at school. Didn’t you?’

‘No. Magical brownies didn’t go to school when I was young,’ said the little fellow. ‘Now look, the first bit of the spell is: Fir cones, eight nines, set out in three lines. Well, I can’t seem to make them come right. But the next bit is easy: Acorns, two threes, thrown up in the breeze. Well, two threes are six, aren’t they?’

‘Yes, that’s right,’ said Bill, looking at the six acorns in a little pile. ‘What about those chestnuts?’

‘Chestnuts – six twos, set all round my shoes,’ said the magical brownie. ‘Are six twos twelve? Have I got enough?’

‘Yes,’ said Bill, counting the chestnuts. ‘Well, it’s only the fir cones that must be wrong, if your spell won’t work. If you want eight nines of those, you ought to have seventy-two.’

‘I thought eight nines were sixty-three,’ said the magical brownie, and frowned again. ‘I haven’t enough then. Are you quite sure seventy-two is right, because sometimes when a spell goes wrong, nasty things happen?’

‘Did anything happen when you tried to make the spell with sixty-three fir cones then, instead of seventy-two?’ asked Bill.

‘Good gracious, yes. My ears turned green – haven’t you noticed?’ said the magical brownie. Bill nodded, rather startled. What an awful thing to happen!

‘Well, I’d better take your word for it that eight times nine are seventy-two,’ said the magical brownie. ‘But mind you, if anything horrid happens – fingers growing out of my nose, or something like that – I shall know you’ve told me wrong.’

‘You can easily prove I’m right,’ said Bill. ‘Get some more fir cones to make yours up to seventy-two, then set them out in nines, and if you have eight rows of nine, you’ll be safe!’

Well, that’s what the magical brownie did, with Bill’s help. He fetched more fir cones, then set them out in rows of nine – and there were eight rows, of course! He counted them and they made seventy-two. Good! ‘Now I’ve got to make only three rows of the fir cones, boy. That won’t be easy!’

‘Good gracious – of course it will!’ said Bill. ‘You want twenty-four in each row.’ And sure enough, he was right, of course. (Did you know he was?)

Then the spell began. There were the seventy-two fir cones set out in three lines. There were the six acorns in a pile. And there were the twelve chestnuts set neatly all round the magical brownie’s shoes. He began to sing where he stood:



‘Fir cones, eight nines, 

Set out in three lines, 

Acorns, two threes,

Thrown up in the breeze!

Chestnuts, six twos, 

Set all round my shoes! 

Then whistle and sing, 

Dance round in a ring, 

And maybe for you,

A wish will come true!’

When he had sung the last four lines, the little fellow suddenly threw the acorns into the air, then whistled loudly, and began to sing, dancing round madly in a ring all the time. As he danced Bill heard a sudden clinking, jingling noise.

The magical brownie stopped all at once and grinned at Bill. ‘My wish came true that time,’ he said, and he put his hands into his pockets and brought out dozens of tiny gold pieces that fell to the ground and glittered brightly.

‘Money!’ he said. ‘I’m a hundred years old tomorrow and I badly wanted to give a party, but I couldn’t afford to. Now I’ve got plenty of money because my wish came true. I’m glad you came along. Here’s a little of my money for you!’

And he pressed a few of the tiny gold pieces into Bill’s hand. Then he skipped away through the trees and was lost to sight.

Bill stared at the money – magical brownie money! Was it worth anything? Could he buy something with it? He began to run through the wood, clutching it in his hand, excited. Fancy having magical-brownie money to spend!

But nobody would take it. The shopkeepers laughed at him. ‘That’s not money! You know it isn’t. Whoever saw money as small as that!’

Bill was very disappointed. But soon he cheered up. Could he remember the spell? Could he? Suppose he could remember it all and make a wish for himself! 

But suppose he couldn’t remember it very well and something went wrong! Dare he risk it? He didn’t want his ears suddenly to turn green, or fingers to grow out of his nose! He didn’t really want eyes at the back of his head either.

So now he is writing down the spell he heard the magical brownie sing. Do you suppose he’ll remember it perfectly. Well – could you? Write it down now and see!

(But don’t look back to see what it was!)
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The Mouse in the Window

EVERY MORNING on her way to school, Dinah stopped to look in at the toy-shop window. The dolls sat at the back, with an enormous teddy bear, two toy soldiers and a panda on each side of them. A toy fort stood in the middle, and a doll’s house at the side. Other toys lay here and there, and it really took a long time to see each one.

Dinah was one of a big family of nine children, and had only one toy of her own – a small doll with a broken arm and very little hair. The doll had no clothes except for a dirty, torn frock, but Dinah loved her very much, and always took her to bed with her.

‘One day, when I’m rich, I’ll buy you a new frock!’ she told her doll. ‘And I’ll get your arm mended. The others laugh at you, Rosebud, but I never will!’

Dinah thought the dolls in the toy shop were wonderful – so very, very grand! She loved the big doll’s house too, with its front door just ajar, and its windows partly open, showing the tiny curtains behind. And she thought that one of the very nicest things was the toy sweet shop, with its tiny scales for weighing, and its little bottles of real sweets.

There was very little money to spare for buying toys for nine children, even on birthdays! So Dinah feasted her eyes on the toys in the window instead.

All the children loved the toy shop, and the little woman who kept it smiled when she saw them peeping in at the window. But lately she hadn’t smiled at all.

It was really Peter who began the trouble. He didn’t want only to see the toys in the window – he wanted to see all those in the shop too. So he went in and fingered the soldiers and stood them up, and got into the small pedal car and rode it round the shop.

‘What do you want to buy?’ asked Mrs Brown, the toy-shop woman, after Peter had been there for twenty minutes, fingering everything.

‘Oh, nothing,’ said Peter. ‘I just want to see what you’ve got.’

He brought his friends to roam round the little toy shop too, and soon one or two things were broken – a small petrol pump from the toy garage and a little wooden chair belonging to a doll’s house set.

‘Now this won’t do,’ said Mrs Brown. ‘Unless you want to buy something, you mustn’t come into the shop. I’ll have nothing left soon!’

Peter was cross. He was also very sly and artful. He went in with sixpence and asked Mrs Brown if she had any marbles. He knew they were kept on the back shelf. She went up the ladder slowly, her back turned to Peter – and the naughty boy picked up two tiny cars and put them into his pocket.

He looked at the marbles and bought two. Then out he went, pleased to think he had something for nothing in his pocket. After that he sent John in, and John did the same thing when Mrs Brown was going up the ladder.

It was then that the old lady lost her welcoming smile for the children, and looked at them crossly when they came in. Were they going to steal from her again? Could she trust any of them? The nice children, who would never dream of stealing, couldn’t think why she had changed, and they grew afraid of her.

Dinah had hardly ever been into the shop. She just stared and stared into the window, wondering if she would ever have a doll’s house like the one she saw there, or a tea set like the one in the corner.

One day, on her way to school, she stopped as usual and looked into the window – and she suddenly saw a very peculiar thing. Somebody looked out of the top window of the doll’s house!

Dinah jumped and blinked. When she looked again, there was nobody there. ‘It looked like a mouse!’ said Dinah to herself. ‘A dear little mouse with a woffly kind of nose.’

She had heard the tale of Mary Mouse who lived in a doll’s house and kept it clean – but Mary Mouse was brown and this little mouse looked pale-coloured. She looked and looked to see if she could spy it again, but she couldn’t.

It must have been a mistake, she thought. I must have imagined it! She went off to school at a run, for she was late.

When she ran home for dinner, she stopped at the toy-shop window again and looked at the doll’s house. And there, peeping out of the front door, was the little pointed nose again, with big whiskers on each side of it, and two bright eyes behind.

‘It is a mouse – a white mouse!’ said Dinah to herself. ‘It’s living in that doll’s house. It just waits for me to come by and then it peeps out at me. It’s my secret. I shan’t tell anybody at all!’

Well, every day for a week Dinah stopped to look at the mouse. Once she didn’t see it at all – but usually she saw it somewhere in the doll’s house, and once it was cuddled up against a doll. It really was a dear little thing. Sometimes it was difficult for even Dinah’s sharp eyes to see it, because it was quite clever at hiding when people pressed their noses against the window.

And then one day after a week had gone by, Dinah saw the mouse in the sweet shop! It had gnawed through the tiny corks in the sweet bottles, and it was eating the little sweets inside!

‘Oh, dear – you shouldn’t do that!’ said Dinah. ‘Nobody will buy that dear little sweet shop if you nibble all the sweets, White Mouse.’

But the mouse just looked at her with bright eyes and went on nibbling. Then someone else came by whistling, and he scurried into the doll’s house through the front door.

Next day Dinah looked for him again – and she saw him at the back of the shop, pulling something white out of a cuddly doll’s leg! Good gracious – he had nibbled a hole in the doll’s soft leg, and was pulling out all the cotton wool that stuffed her to make her soft and cuddly!

That was too much! Really, Dinah couldn’t allow even a nice little white mouse to steal sweets and spoil the lovely dolls! So she went into the little toy shop.

‘Oh, Mrs Brown,’ she said, ‘did you know that a mouse lives in the doll’s house in the window?’

‘Now don’t you come telling me silly tales like that!’ said Mrs Brown. ‘My old cat hunts mice – he’d never let one run about my toy shop. As for a mouse living in a doll’s house, that’s nonsense!’

‘But, Mrs Brown – you just go to the back of your window, and open the doll’s house door and look inside,’ said Dinah.

‘Aha! And what will you do while my back is turned?’ said Mrs Brown. ‘I know these little tricks that you children play on me now. You get me to turn my back – and then you put something into your pockets! I’m ashamed of you – coming along with a tale like this just to make me turn my back for a moment!’

Dinah stared at the old lady in surprise. ‘But – it’s not just a tale,’ she said. ‘And I wouldn’t ever take anything from your shop. I’m telling you the truth.’

‘Now you run away,’ said Mrs Brown. ‘And don’t come back and tell me there’s a monkey in the window next, for I shan’t believe you! Run away!’

Dinah went off, blinking away tears. She met her big brother as she ran home, and he went up to her at once. ‘What’s the matter, Dinah? What are you crying for?’

‘Oh – it’s about a little white mouse,’ said Dinah. ‘But it’s a secret.’

‘A white mouse! Where is it? Donald’s lost his very best one,’ said big Bill. ‘It might be his.’

Donald was Bill’s friend. He was the son of the village policeman, and he bred white mice and rats.

‘Oh!’ said Dinah. ‘Yes, it might be Donald’s. I never thought of that. Let’s go and ask him.’

So they went to call on Donald. ‘Have you lost a very pretty fat little white mouse?’ asked Dinah.

‘Yes. About ten days ago,’ said Donald. ‘I carried her about in my pocket, and she must have escaped – because when I got home my pocket was empty. She was my best mouse too, my very best. Why – have you found a white mouse?’

‘Not exactly,’ said Dinah. ‘But I know where one is – in the toy-shop window! And it lives in the doll’s house there, and eats the sweets out of the toy sweet shop – and now it’s pulling cotton wool out of the leg of one of the dolls.’

‘Goodness! Why ever didn’t you go and tell old Mrs Brown?’ said Donald.

‘I did,’ said Dinah, ‘and she was horrid to me. She said that I’d come to play a trick on her, like some of the other children do – make her turn her back to look for something and then pocket a toy when she’s not looking. As if I’d be a thief!’

She began to cry again. Big Bill petted her. ‘Don’t cry, Di. Poor Mrs Brown does have a hard time now, with some of the children in the village. But Donald here will tell his father, and he’ll soon put it about that any boy or girl playing tricks on Mrs Brown will be punished. What’s the good of having a policeman if he can’t keep the children in order?’

‘Let’s go to the toy shop now,’ said Donald. ‘I’d like my mouse back. If she’s pulling cotton wool out of that doll’s leg, it means that she’s going to build a nest, and put some young ones there. I don’t want to lose a whole family!’

So they all three went off to Mrs Brown’s. She smiled at Donald, because she knew his father, the village policeman, very well. ‘And what have you come for?’ she said.

‘To get my white mouse,’ said Donald, much to her astonishment. ‘I came in here about ten days ago, Mrs Brown, to buy a doll for my sister, do you remember? Well, I had this white mouse in my pocket, and it must have escaped when I was here – because Dinah says it’s in your window, living in the doll’s house there!’ 

‘Well I never!’ said Mrs Brown, looking down at Dinah. ‘So her story was true, bless her – and I was so cross and unkind, wasn’t I, Dinah? I sent her away!’

‘The mouse is in the window now, Mrs Brown,’ said Dinah. ‘Come and see.’

They all went out into the street and looked in at the window – and the tiny mouse peeped out of one of the top windows of the doll’s house! Donald gave a little cry. 

‘Yes – that’s my mouse. Well, well – to think she set up house here, in your window, Mrs Brown. May I catch her, please?’

‘Oh, yes, Donald,’ said Mrs Brown. ‘The little scamp – eating my sweets, and nibbling my dolls! I’m sorry I didn’t believe Dinah’s tale – but, you know, so many children are mean to me now, and take this and that when I’m not looking.’

‘I’ll see that that is stopped, Mrs Brown,’ said Donald. ‘My father will visit the school and give a stern warning about it. You needn’t be afraid again.’

‘Oh, thank you, Donald,’ said Mrs Brown. The boy went back into the shop, and put his head into the window. He made a soft little noise, and the mouse heard it at once. She knew who made it too! She ran out of the doll’s house joyfully, raced up Donald’s sleeve and disappeared.

Donald opened the front of the doll’s house. In one of the doll’s beds there was piled a heap of cotton wool, and six tiny baby white mice lay there, their noses in their paws!

‘I thought so!’ said Donald, pleased. ‘Well, now I’ve got a whole family, instead of just one mouse. Thank you, Dinah – it’s all because of you! Would you like one of these mice?’

‘No, thank you,’ said Dinah. ‘We’ve already got a pet cat.’

‘Well, let me buy you a doll?’ said Donald. But again Dinah shook her head.

‘No, thank you. I’ve one of my own, and I don’t want another.’

‘Dinah – she’s an awful doll,’ said Bill. ‘Her arm’s broken and she’s got hardly any hair. She’s a scarecrow doll!’

‘She’s not!’ said Dinah fiercely.

‘Well, listen – I’ll get her arm mended for you,’ said Donald. ‘Will you let me do that? Mrs Brown will send her to the doll’s hospital and get it mended. Won’t you, Mrs Brown?’

‘Indeed I will,’ said Mrs Brown, smiling. ‘You bring her in, Dinah.’

So next day Dinah took Rosebud to the toy shop and gave her to Mrs Brown. ‘I’m going to make your doll some new clothes,’ said the old lady. ‘Just to show I’m sorry for being cross with you. Come back for her in a week.’

So Dinah went back in a week. Sitting on the counter was the prettiest little doll she had ever seen – a doll with a mass of golden curls, and dressed in a blue silk frock with a white sash tied round her waist.

Dinah looked at her – was it Rosebud – no, it couldn’t be. But it was! She had new hair, a new arm, she was clean – and she was wearing a whole set of new clothes, even a little vest underneath, and shoes and stockings!

‘Do you like her?’ said Mrs Brown. ‘She’s your old Rosebud. Feel her.’

Dinah took the doll into her arms, and beamed at Mrs Brown at once. ‘Yes, she’s Rosebud. I’d know the feel of her anywhere. Oh, thank you, Mrs Brown. You are kind!’

‘Donald bought the new arm and new hair,’ said Mrs Brown. ‘I just made the clothes. Well, well – I’ll certainly listen to you next time you come with a strange tale – yes, even if you tell me there are live kangaroos and lions and tigers jumping about in the Noah’s Ark!’

Dinah still looks carefully into the toy-shop window when she passes by, but I don’t suppose she’ll see anything quite so exciting as a mouse in the doll’s house again!
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What! No Cheese?

THERE WAS once a little bird who loved cheese. He thought it was far, far nicer than butter, and if he could steal some, he would!
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