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The Little Fawn

FOR DAYS the sun had shone from a cloudless sky, and the oak leaves hung dry and dusty on the tree. The poppies flaunted their red frocks at the fieldside, throwing off their tight green caps in the early morning, and flinging down their red petals at night, as if they really were too hot to wear anything at all. Butterflies of all kinds came to the pink and white bramble flowers on the hedgerow, and wasps and bees hummed from dawn to dusk.

The hedgerow was thirsty. The grass beneath was parched and brown. Everything wanted the cool rain. The pond water fell lower and lower, and the fish began to be anxious. What would happen if they had no water to swim in? The moorhens talked of going to the big river, but they were fond of the little pond and stayed.

And then, late one afternoon the rain came. Great purple-black clouds sailed up from the south-west and covered all the sky. It seemed very dark after the brilliance of the summer sun. Then suddenly a flash of bright lightning tore the sky in half, and the startled birds flew to the hedge for shelter. Almost at once there came a loud peal of thunder that rolled around the sky, and sent the young rabbits scampering back to their burrows in fright.

And then, what a downpour! First came big drops that made wide round ripples on the pond, and set the oak-tree leaves dancing up and down. Then came a deluge of smaller drops, beating down faster and faster. The old toad crawled out from his stone and lay in the rainstorm, his mouth opening and shutting in delight as he felt the rain trickling down his back. Crowds of young frogs jumped out of the pond and hopped to the ditch for joy. The hedgehog found a sheltered place and curled up in disgust, for he didn’t like the way the rain ran down his prickles. It tickled him.

Soon a delicious smell arose from the field and hedge – the smell of the rain sinking into the earth. All the animals sniffed it. It was good. In their ears sounded the rippling and gurgling, the splashing and the dripping of the rain. They heard every plant drinking greedily. They heard the excited moorhens scuttling in the rain over the pond. It was a glorious time.

The clouds grew blacker. The lightning flashed again and the thunder growled and grumbled like a great bear in the sky – and just as the storm was at its height there came the sound of tiny galloping hooves. They sounded through the pattering of the rain, and all the rabbits heard them and peeped out of their holes, the rain wetting their fine whiskers. The toad heard them too and crawled back quickly to his hole. He did not wish to be tramped on.

The newcomer ran to the hedgerow and stopped there in its shelter. It was a small fawn, a baby deer, only a few weeks old. The hedgerow was surprised, for it had never seen a fawn before.

The little fawn was trembling in all its limbs. Its soft eyes were wide with fright, and its tail swung to and fro. Another peal of thunder sounded overhead, beginning with a noise like a giant clapping of hands. The fawn closed its eyes in terror and sank down on the grass.

It was frightened of the storm. Its mother had left it safely hidden in the bracken of the distant wood, and had bade it stay there until she returned. But then the storm had come, and the little fawn, who had never seen lightning before, or heard thunder, had been terrified. The jays in the wood had screamed in delight at the rain, and the fawn had thought they were screeching in terror. Fear had filled his small beating heart and he had run from his hiding place, through the wood, across the fields – anywhere, anywhere, to get away from this dreadful noise and terrible flashing light.

But the storm seemed to follow him. The rain came and lashed him, beating into his eyes. The thunder rolled exactly above his head – or so it seemed to him. Where was his mother? Why did she not come to him? He was so frightened that his legs would no longer carry him and he sank down on the grass beside the old hedgerow.

He made a little bleating sound and the old mother rabbit, who had heard many young animals crying for their mother, looked out of a hole nearby. She saw the frightened fawn and was sorry for him. She ran out of her burrow in the rain and went up to the panting fawn.

‘Don’t be afraid,’ she said. ‘It is only a thunderstorm. It will pass. Be glad of the good rain, little creature, and lick it from the grass. It will taste good.’

The fawn looked at the soft-eyed rabbit and was comforted. It was good to see another creature near him, one that was not frightened. He put out his hot tongue and licked the wet grass. The raindrops were cool and sweet. He stopped trembling and lay calmly in the rain.

‘Come under the hedgerow,’ said the rabbit. ‘You will get wet lying there. This hedgerow is thick and will shelter you well till the storm is past.’

The little fawn obediently pushed his way into the hedge and lay down in the dry, though he could easily reach the dripping grass with his pink tongue.

‘Where do you come from?’ asked the rabbit inquisitively. ‘I have never seen you before, though I have heard my mother tell of creatures like you in the woods.’

‘I am a young fallow deer,’ said the fawn, looking at the rabbit out of his beautiful big eyes. ‘I was born this summer. I live in the wood with my mother, and I have a fine hiding place there among the high bracken. There is no bracken here, or I would show you how well I can hide underneath the big green fronds.’

‘Bracken is good for hiding in,’ said the rabbit. ‘Where are your antlers, little fawn? I thought deer had antlers growing out from their head.’

‘I have none yet,’ said the fawn. ‘But next year they will begin to grow. They will look like two horns at first, but in the second year they will grow more like antlers and every year they will grow bigger and bigger, until I am full-grown and show great antlers such as I have seen on my father’s head.’

‘Surely those big antlers are a nuisance to you in the woods?’ said the rabbit in surprise. ‘Don’t they catch in the tree branches as you run?’

‘No,’ said the fawn. ‘We throw our heads backwards as we run, and then our antlers lie along our sides and do not catch in anything. Also they protect our bodies from any scratches or bruises we might get as we run through the trees and bushes. My mother has no antlers – but she had told me that I shall grow some soon.’

‘Do you wear them all the year round?’ asked the rabbit.

‘Oh, no,’ said the fawn. ‘They drop off in the springtime and then grow again in a few weeks. On my head I have two little bumps, and it is from these I shall grow my antlers each year. My father has wonderful antlers, very large and spreading, and they show what a great age he is. But he will drop his antlers next springtime, and they will have to grow again from the knobs on his forehead. That is what my mother told me.’

‘How strange!’ said the rabbit in astonishment, looking at the little dappled fawn as he lay under the hedge. ‘What do you eat, little creature?’

‘Oh, I eat grass and toadstools and the shoots of young trees,’ said the fawn, beginning to feel hungry. ‘And often we eat the bark of trees. I should like something to eat now.’

‘There are some turnips in the field on the other side of the hedge,’ said the rabbit. ‘Would you like some?’

The fawn did not know what turnips were, but he jumped to his feet and followed the rabbit, squeezing himself through the hedge. The storm was over now, but the rain still fell gently. The thunder was muttering far away over the hills, but there was no longer any lightning. Blue sky began to appear between the ragged clouds and once the sun peeped through.

All the hedgerow was hung with twinkling raindrops. The oak tree shone brilliantly, for every one of its leaves had been well washed by the rain. The fawn slipped into the turnip field and began to nibble at the young turnips. They were delicious.

When he had eaten enough he went back to the hedgerow. The rabbit followed him and told him that he should go back to the woods, for his mother would be anxious about him – and at that very moment the blackbird in the tree above sent out his alarm cry.

‘Kukka-kuk! Beware! Here comes a strange enemy!’

Every animal scuttled back to its hole, and all the birds flew to the topmost branches. The little fawn stood up and smelt the air. Suddenly he made a strange, welcoming sound and rushed up to the newcomer. It was his mother, a big well-grown deer, with soft eyes and small, neat feet with cloven hooves.

She nuzzled her fawn in delight. She had missed him from his hiding place and had come to seek him.

‘Come,’ she said to him. ‘You should not have run away, little fawn. Enemies might have seen you and captured you. You are safe under the bracken in the woods.’

‘But a loud and flashing enemy came,’ said the fawn, rubbing himself against his mother lovingly. ‘I was afraid.’

‘That was only a storm,’ said his mother.

‘There are good turnips in the field over there,’ said the little fawn. ‘I have eaten some.’

‘We will stay under this hedge until the dark comes,’ said the deer. ‘Then we will feast on the turnips before we return to the woods. Let us find a dry place.’

Under the thick ivy was a big, dry patch, for the ivy leaves made a dense shelter there. The deer lay down with her fawn beside her and they waited until evening came. They lay so quiet that none of the hedgerow folk feared them, and little mice, the hedgehog and the toad went about their business just as usual.

After they had fed on the sweet turnips the little fawn called goodbye to the old rabbit who had been so kind, and then in the soft blue evening time the two trotted back to the woodlands.

‘Come again!’ called the rabbits, who liked the gentle deer. ‘Come again and share our turnips!’
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The Wonderful Carpet

ONCE UPON a time there was a queen who loved beautiful things.

She paid a great deal of money for many lovely things in her palace. She went about looking for lovely chairs, and beautiful curtains, for well-carved chests, and splendid pictures. She hunted for gleaming glasses, and for shining candlesticks.

At last it seemed as if she could find no more things of beauty. There was nowhere else to look, no other shop to go to.

‘Well, I will send out a notice to say that I will pay well for any lovely thing that is brought to me,’ said the queen. ‘Then maybe I shall get some wonderful treasures.’

So she sent out a notice.

‘A large reward in gold will be paid to anyone who brings me something lovely.’

Then there came crowds of men and women, and even children, to her palace.

One man brought a necklace of carved green beads. Each one was carved in the shape of a flower.

But the queen was tired of necklaces. ‘I already have one hundred and fifty different necklaces,’ she told the man. ‘I do not want any more.’

Another man brought a silken cushion, on which had been painted a peacock so lifelike that it really seemed to move.

But the queen did not like that either. ‘I have too many cushions already,’ she said. ‘The peacock is nicely done, but I do not want another cushion.’

A woman brought a set of tiny animals, all carved out of black wood. They were perfect, and the queen could see every hair on the backs of the animals.

‘I have animals carved in ivory that are as beautiful as these,’ she said. ‘I want no more.’

A child brought her a bubble pipe, and she blew her some bubbles. They bounced into the air from her pipe, and the queen saw that they were all the colours of the rainbow.

‘See,’ said the little girl, ‘I have caught a rainbow in my bubbles. Would you not like to buy my pipe, Your Majesty, and then you could catch rainbows for yourself? It is a beautiful thing to do.’

‘It is only a game for children,’ said the queen. ‘I have a bubble pipe that is made of glass so fine it looks like a bubble itself. I do not want your pipe, little girl.’

Day after day the queen saw beautiful things, and she wanted none of them. She grew tired of looking at them, and she even grew tired of looking at the lovely things that she herself had bought.

‘I did not think I would ever get tired of loveliness,’ she said. ‘Is there something the matter with me, that I can no longer find anything I think is beautiful enough to buy and keep?’

One day a little man came to see the queen. He had a sack on his back, which he put down when he bowed himself very low before her.

‘Have you brought me something beautiful?’ asked the queen. ‘I hope it is not a chair, or beads, or something painted or carved. I am tired of those things.’

‘I have brought you something so beautiful that no one has ever tired of it,’ said the little man. He opened his sack, and shook out hundreds of little round things all over the floor. The queen stared at them in surprise.

‘Do you call those beautiful?’ she asked. ‘I think they are ugly. This is a stupid joke, little man. I will put you in prison!’

‘Your Majesty, these things I have brought you hold more beauty than any treasure you have in your great palace,’ said the little man.

‘More beauty than there is in that wonderful carpet you are standing on?’ asked the queen.

The little man looked down at the marvellous carpet. He saw the beautiful pattern, and the glowing colours. He nodded his head.

‘I bring you more beauty than there is in a hundred carpets like this,’ he said.

‘You could not bring me anything more beautiful than this carpet,’ said the queen. ‘Why, it cost three thousand pounds!’

‘I bring you something that will make you a carpet for nothing,’ said the little man. ‘A carpet more beautiful than anything you have ever dreamt of. Your Majesty, you think that money can buy all the beauty there is. But I tell you that the most lovely things in the world cost nothing. And one of these I bring you.’

‘Show me the beauty in it then,’ said the queen, growing cross. ‘I can see no beauty in these little brown things on my carpet.’

‘Your Majesty, you know the wood that lies to the east of your palace?’ said the little man. ‘There are trees there, but little grows beneath them. Bury these things I have brought you, bury them in that wood, a few inches below the ground – and I promise you that when May time comes, you will have a carpet more beautiful than any you have ever seen!’

The queen was puzzled, and a little excited. Perhaps the little man was talking about a Magic Carpet. The queen had never bought anything magic. She hoped the little man’s carpet would be enchanted, full of magic.

‘I will do as you say,’ she said. ‘I will bury these little brown things in the ground, and I will wait until May time – then I will go to see this wonderful carpet you have promised me. But, little man, if I do not think it is wonderful, if I do not find it more beautiful than the carpet you are now standing on, I shall put you into prison for the rest of your life.’

‘Your Majesty, if you do not tell me that the beauty I bring you is worth more than all the treasures in your palace, then I will gladly spend the rest of my life in prison,’ said the little man.

He went away. The queen called her servants, and gave them the queer little round things. ‘Put them back into the sack, and take them to the bare wood that lies to the east of my palace,’ she said. ‘Bury them a few inches below the ground and leave them.’

The servants did what the queen commanded them. It was autumn then. The winter came later, with snow and frost. Then came the spring, and the queen remembered what the little man had told her.

It is April now, she thought to herself. Soon it will be time to go and see this wonderful carpet that the little man promised me.

Now, the little brown things that the man had brought to the queen were bluebell bulbs. When they were buried in the wood, they sent out small roots to hold themselves down firmly. They lay quietly there all the winter.

When the springtime came, the bulbs sent up long leaves that looked as if they had been folded in two, for there was a crease all the way down the middle. Then the sun shone warmly, and the spikes of flowers began to push up.

Up and up they grew, and one day hundreds of them began to open out into blue bells – bells that hung down the green stalk, looking as if they might ring at any moment!

The flowers were a most wonderful colour. More and more of them opened until the wood looked as if a carpet of shimmering, gleaming blue had been laid there. They swung gently in the wind, and sent out a delicious scent.

The queen came walking to the wood to see the carpet that the little man had promised her. She saw the sheets of bluebells in the distance, beautiful to see. She smelt their sweet scent. She saw how the flowers changed their colour as they swung a little in the wind and the sun.

‘So this is the carpet!’ she said. ‘A carpet of bluebells! It looks like a blue lake, a blue, shimmering lake – and it is made of flowers!’

She stood and looked for a long, long time. Then she heard a voice, and she saw the little man standing beside her.

‘Well, Your Majesty,’ he said, ‘do you not think I was right? Is not this carpet more beautiful than the one you have in your palace? It costs nothing – and it is a beauty that everyone can share. It is not put into a palace, and kept for a few to see.’

‘Little man, you are right,’ said the queen. ‘I love beautiful things – but I have always thought that those I paid much gold for must be worth the most – but this carpet of bluebells is the loveliest thing I ever saw. Give me some more beauty like this, little man, and I shall be happier than I have ever been before!’

The little man was pleased. He took the queen to a nearby field, and showed her the golden sheets of buttercups, stretching as far as the eye could see.

He took her to the hills, and showed her the dancing cowslips, nodding their pretty heads in the wind. He took her to the lanes, and showed her where the hawthorn lay like drifting snow across the hedges.

‘Lovely, lovely, lovely!’ said the queen. ‘Anyone can have my palace treasures now! These are more beautiful than anything I can buy. Oh, little man, tell everyone to find these things and be happy!’

Well, we will, won’t we? We won’t buy treasures and store them away for ourselves – but we will find buttercup fields and daisy banks, cowslip meadows and bluebell woods – and we will store them away in our minds so that we can always see them there whenever we want to!
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Dozymouse and Flittermouse

THE LITTLE dormouse knew the hedgerow from end to end. He had lived there for two summers and winters, and he knew every creature that ran beneath the hedge, perched in the bushes, or flew in the air above. His big black eyes watched everything.

He was a small tawny-coloured mouse, with a long thickly furred tail. He could run and he could climb, and even the oak tree knew him well, for he had many times run up the trunk and along the branches to talk to the squirrel there.

At first the red squirrel had thought the dormouse was a tiny squirrel, for he had such a furry tail, such large, bright eyes, and the squirrel-like habit of sitting upright with a nut in his paws.

‘A squirrel!’ said the dormouse in surprise. ‘No, not I! I’m one of the mouse family. I’ve lots of names – dormouse is my right name, but I’m often called Sleepymouse and sometimes Dozymouse. I sleep very soundly, you know.’

‘Well, I know a queer creature called Flittermouse,’ said the red squirrel. ‘You must be a cousin of his.’

‘I’ve never heard of him,’ said the dormouse. ‘Where does he live?’

‘He lives inside the oak tree,’ said the squirrel. ‘Come and peep.’

The dormouse looked into the hollow trunk of the old oak tree. He saw something black there, hanging upside down, perfectly still.

‘Why,’ he said, ‘it’s a bat! I thought you said it was a flittermouse.’

‘Well, so it is, isn’t it?’ said the squirrel. ‘It’s like a little brown mouse with big black wings that flit about in the dusk – a flittermouse.’

The dormouse woke up the bat. It stretched itself and unfolded its webby wings. It had hung itself up by its hook-like thumbs.

‘Is it night-time?’ asked the bat in a thin, squeaky voice. ‘Are there many flies and beetles about?’

‘It is indeed getting dark,’ answered the dormouse. ‘But, please tell me something. The squirrel says you must be a cousin of mine. But how can you be a mouse if you have wings? You must be a bird.’

‘No, no,’ said the bat, flying out of the tree and perching very awkwardly beside the dormouse. ‘I am no bird. Look at me. I haven’t a feather on my back. I don’t lay eggs either.’

‘What are your wings made of then?’ asked the dormouse.

‘Look!’ said the bat, and he stretched out one of his strange wings. ‘The bones of my fingers have grown enormously long, and I have grown black skin over them to make wings. Isn’t it a good idea?’

‘I wish I could do that,’ said the dormouse. ‘How do you grow your fingers so long?’

But he received no answer for the bat was off and away into the air, darting here and there easily and swiftly. He caught some evening beetles and popped each one into a little pouch he had by his tail. Then he feasted on them, giving high, little squeaks of delight as he flew.

The dormouse watched him in envy. He liked flies when he could catch them, though he found it better to feed on nuts or grain, for fly-food darted away, and nuts and grain kept still. He peeped inside the oak tree where the bat had hidden. It smelt strongly of bat.

‘I’m glad I don’t smell like that,’ he said to himself, as he ran quickly down the tree. He stopped at the bottom, and sniffed in every direction. He was always on the lookout for weasels, who loved a feast of dormouse.

There was no enemy near, so the dormouse ran to his summer nest to tell his wife to come out and hunt. He went to the hedgerow and clambered up the brambles. A little way up was his nest, in which he had had several families of tiny dormice that summer. Now the last of them had gone, and all were running about on their own. The dormouse sometimes met them in the hedgerow, but most of them had grown so big that he hardly knew them.
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