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The Christmas Present


‘WHAT SHALL WE give Mummy for Christmas, Jinny?’ said Johnny.


‘I’ve seen something I know she would like,’ said Jinny. ‘It’s in the jeweller’s shop window. Come and see, Johnny.’


So Johnny went down to the village with Jinny, and she showed him what she had seen. It was a small brooch, and in the middle of it was the letter M in blue.


‘There, M for Mummy,’ said Jinny. ‘Wouldn’t you love to see Mummy wearing a brooch like that, that we gave her?’


‘Yes. It would be nice,’ said Johnny. ‘I’m sure Mummy would love it too. Then when people say to her, “Dear me, I didn’t know your name was Margaret or Mollie or Mary,” she can say, “It isn’t! It’s Mummy!”’


‘It’s five shillings,’ said Jinny. ‘That’s a lot of money – especially as we have to buy presents for other people too.’


‘We’d better try and earn some,’ said Johnny. ‘We’ll ask Cook if she knows of a way we can earn money. We might chop wood or something.’


But Cook said nobody would let them chop wood. They would only chop their fingers instead. ‘Now, I’ll tell you what to do!’ she said. ‘You go down to old Mrs Kennet. She wants someone to do her shopping for her each day. She can’t walk up and down the hill where she lives on these frosty, slippery mornings. I am sure she would give you a penny each errand.’


Well, Mrs Kennet was very pleased to see the twins, and delighted to think they would fetch her shopping for her.


‘I can take my doll’s pram to fetch it in,’ said Jinny. ‘And Johnny can take his barrow. Then we can bring quite a lot back for you, Mrs Kennet – potatoes and cabbages and all kinds of things. It will be fun.’


‘It will be a good job of work,’ said the old lady. ‘Good work never hurt anyone – and good work should be paid for. I’m sure you are saving up to buy Christmas presents, aren’t you? Well, I will pay you each tuppence every time you fetch my goods for me – that will be fourpence between you!’


‘That won’t be too much for you to pay, will it?’ asked Jinny. ‘We really meant to do it for only a penny a time.’


‘Well, I’m paying you tuppence because of your having to come up this steep hill,’ said Mrs Kennet. ‘That’s only fair. Now, you can begin today, if you like. The greengrocer has some carrots and onions for me, I want a loaf of brown bread, and a book from the library and a bag of flour.’


It was quite a lot of shopping to do. Jinny took her empty pram and Johnny took his little barrow. They got all the things that Mrs Kennet wanted, and then wheeled them up the hill to her house.


She was pleased. ‘Here is your fourpence,’ she said, and she gave two brown pennies to Jinny and two to Johnny. They ran home in glee and put them into their moneyboxes.


They told Mummy what they were doing for Mrs Kennet. Mummy said she thought they ought to help the old lady for nothing, but still, as they were saving up for Christmas, she was sure that Mrs Kennet was pleased to pay them.


‘But you must do some of her errands for nothing,’ said Mummy. ‘Just to show her that you can be kind for no payment at all.’


So every third time they went on errands for Mrs Kennet the twins wouldn’t take the pennies. ‘We’re doing your shopping today for nothing,’ they told her. ‘We want to.’


Each day they counted up their money for Mummy’s Christmas present. And on the day before Christmas, what a wonderful thing – they had earned five shillings and fourpence between them!


‘Now we can go and buy the brooch with M on,’ said Jinny, and off they went.


They pushed open the door of the little jeweller’s shop and went inside.


‘Please can we have the brooch with M on?’ asked Johnny, putting five shillings down on the counter. ‘We want it for our mother.’


‘Oh, dear – we sold it yesterday!’ said the girl. ‘I’m so sorry. It was the only one we had!’


The twins were dreadfully disappointed. They looked around the shop, trying to find something else that Mummy might like – but everything was so very, very dear. They hadn’t nearly enough money!


They went out. Jinny’s eyes were full of tears. ‘Tomorrow’s Christmas Day,’ she said. ‘And most of the shops have sold their nice things. We shan’t be able to choose anything nice for Mummy now.’


Johnny had his little barrow with him, because Mrs Kennet had asked him to bring back her turkey from the butcher’s. ‘We’d better take this turkey to Mrs Kennet,’ he said. ‘She said she was waiting for it. We might have time to run down to the village afterwards and find something for Mummy.’


They took the turkey in the barrow all the way up the hill. Mrs Kennet asked them in. ‘I’ve got some chocolate buns for you,’ she said. ‘Dear me, what solemn faces! Whatever is the matter?’


‘Oh, Mrs Kennet!’ said Jinny. ‘We’ve been working for you all this time, and saving up to buy Mummy a lovely brooch – and now it’s sold. And it’s too late to buy Mummy anything nice now. All the best things are gone.’


‘Well, that’s very sad,’ said Mrs Kennet. ‘But wait a minute – let me see now – I’ve some jewellery I am going to sell. Maybe I have a little brooch that your mother would like – one that I could give you, because you’ve been so very, very good to me.’


‘That wouldn’t do,’ said Johnny. ‘We’ve earned the money and we wanted to spend it on Mummy. It wouldn’t be the same if you just gave it to us for her. It wouldn’t really be from us then.’


‘Well, then, you may buy it from me, if you feel like that,’ said Mrs Kennet, smiling. ‘I’ll fetch my jewellery case.’


She came back with a big leather box. She undid it – and, oh, what a lot of pretty things were there! Brooches, bracelets, necklaces, pins – but most of them were old and had lost their glitter and shine – and some were broken.


Suddenly Jinny gave a cry and pounced on a little brooch. ‘Look! LOOK! Here’s a brooch with M on it – and tiny little blue forget-me-nots all round it. It’s much, much prettier than the one in the shop. Oh, Mrs Kennet, did one of your children give this to you years ago?’


‘No,’ said Mrs Kennet. ‘It belonged to my aunt. Her name was Mary-Ann – and that’s why the brooch has M on it. M for Mary-Ann. I was going to sell it – but if you like it, well, I will sell it to you! The letter M on it will do quite well for Mummy.’


‘Is it very expensive?’ asked Jinny. ‘It’s so very pretty, I’m afraid it will cost more money than we’ve got.’


‘It’s five shillings,’ said Mrs Kennet, and the twins gave a shout of joy.


‘We’ve got more than that! Can we clean the brooch and take it home with us? Here’s the money, Mrs Kennet. Oh, it’s a much, much nicer brooch than the other one!’


They cleaned the brooch, put it into a little box and took it home. They wrote a loving little message and put it on the breakfast table for Mummy the next morning.


‘Oh!’ she said, when she opened it. ‘Twins! What a wonderful present! M for Mummy – and forget-me-nots all round it. Oh, it’s my nicest present!’


‘Yes, M for Mummy – and forget-me-nots to tell you we’ll never, never forget you!’ said Johnny, giving Mummy a hug. ‘I’m glad you like it.’


Mummy did. She wears the brooch every single day. Wasn’t it a wonderful Christmas present?
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The Midnight Goblins


THERE ONCE LIVED, many, many years ago, a poor shoemaker and his wife. The man worked very hard at making shoes, but somehow things went wrong for him. People did not pay their bills, his wife fell ill and had to have good food that took all his savings, and altogether the shoemaker was in a very bad way.


At last a day came when he had just enough money to buy the leather to make one more pair of shoes, and that was all.


He bought it and carefully cut out the shoes that evening.


‘See, wife,’ he said. ‘This is my last pair of shoes. I will sew them up tomorrow, and hope to sell them. If I do not, I cannot tell where the money for our next meal will come from.’


‘Poor husband!’ said the woman. ‘You have worked so hard and so honestly. Surely good luck will come to us, even though this is the very last pair of shoes you have the money to make!’


The man put the cut-out shoes ready on a shelf, thinking to finish them early the next morning. Then he went to bed, and fell sound asleep.


Early next morning he got up, and drew the shutters back to let in the morning sun, so that he could see to finish the shoes. Then he saw something that made him stand still in the greatest astonishment.


There, on the shelf where he had put the cut-out leather the night before, lay a pair of beautiful little shoes! The shoemaker could hardly believe his eyes!


He stared and stared. Then he crossed over to the shelf and picked up the shoes.


‘Marvel of marvels!’ he cried. ‘They are better made than if I had made them myself! Every stitch is in the right place, and every nail neatly hammered home. This is indeed a mystery! Wife! Wife! What do you make of this?’


His wife was just as astonished as he was.


‘It is magic, husband,’ she said. ‘But it is good magic, so put the shoes in the window and see if you can sell them.’


The man put the shoes in the empty window. Very soon a customer came by and was so pleased with the look of the lovely shoes that he offered the shoemaker twice as much as he expected to get. The cobbler was delighted, and ran in to tell his wife what good luck had come to him.


‘There is enough money to buy bread for both of us, and leather for two more pairs of shoes,’ said the shoemaker.


He went out to buy the bread, and brought home some more leather. He cut out the two pairs of shoes and laid them on the shelf, ready to begin work early the next morning. Then he went to bed, and he and his wife slept soundly.


The next day he got up and took down the shutters as usual. He turned to look at his bench and – lo and behold! – there was his leather neatly made into two beautiful pairs of shoes again!


‘There must surely be magic here!’ said the cobbler, very much puzzled. He took the shoes up in his hands, and was delighted to see that they were just as well made as the pair the night before.


He put them in the window at once, and they had not been there five minutes before they were sold, for the passersby thought they looked so comfortable and so well made.


The shoemaker could hardly believe his good luck, for he was paid far more for them than ever he had been paid for shoes before.


‘I shall buy meat for us, wife,’ he said, ‘and I will buy you new ribbons for your bonnet. Even then I shall have enough money left over to pay for the leather for four more pairs of shoes!’


He went out and bought the meat and the ribbons. Out of the new leather he cut four pairs of shoes, and as usual put them up on the bench to finish early next morning.


When he pulled the shutters down he was not surprised to see the four pairs of shoes standing already made on the shelf, stitched as neatly as ever.


He had no difficulty in selling them for a very good price, and this time bought enough leather for eight pairs of shoes. Next morning they were all standing ready for him, and so it went on, night after night, and morning after morning. No matter how many dozens of shoes the shoemaker put out to finish in the morning, they were always ready for him, standing neatly in long rows on his bench. He sold them for a lot of money, and soon became very rich indeed, for the fame of his beautifully made shoes spread far and wide, and folk came from all over the place to buy them. Even the king at last sent for a dozen pairs, and then the shoemaker’s fortune was indeed made, for everyone wanted to go to the same shoemaker as the king did.


Now Christmas time came near, and the shoemaker’s wife began to wonder if they could do a good turn of some sort to the mysterious helpers.


‘Husband,’ she said, ‘let us sit up tonight to try and find out who it is that comes to help us each night.’


‘We will,’ said the shoemaker.


So that night the shoemaker and his wife hid themselves behind a curtain in the shop. They left a lit candle on the table, so that they could see who came in, and then they waited patiently until the clock struck twelve.


Immediately the clock tolled twelve, the door of the shop flew open and in skipped two of the funniest little goblins ever seen. They were very tiny, and had hardly any clothes on, so they shivered and shook in the cold December night as they danced about the table and tried to keep themselves warm.


When they had finished dancing about they went to where the leather lay cut out on the bench, and sat down by it. They sat cross-legged just like the shoemaker did when he sat to make shoes. They threaded their needles and began to stitch. Stitch, stitch, stitch, they went, so fast that the shoemaker could not follow the thread with his eyes. Then they hammered away, and one by one the pairs of shoes were put on the bench, all neatly and prettily made. In the midst of their work the goblins began to shiver so much with the cold that they had to get up and jump about to warm themselves.


The shoemaker and his wife watched in wonder. They could hardly believe their eyes when they saw the shoes being made so quickly. Long before dawn they were all finished, and set out on the bench ready for the shoemaker to find in the morning. Then the goblins jumped down off the table and disappeared out of the door.


‘Well, well, well!’ cried the shoemaker, as soon as they had gone. ‘Did you ever know such kind wee folk as those to come and help a poor man in his trouble like that? I do wish I could do something in return!’


‘So you can,’ said his wife. ‘Did you notice how cold they were? The poor little things had hardly any clothes on! I will tell you what we can do. I will make them each a set of warm clothes, and you can make them a pair of tiny shoes!’


The shoemaker thought that was a very good idea. His wife bought some pieces of scarlet cloth and some lovely soft wool. Then she put on her thimble and began to sew little trousers as neatly as she could. She knitted two little coats as well, and very handsome they looked with tiny green buttons down each side. Then she knitted them the tiniest pair of stockings each, so small that they looked even too small for a doll.


The shoemaker was not idle. He made two pairs of red shoes, the tiniest ones that could be imagined, with little white buttons on each side. He was very proud of them when he had finished, for they were the daintiest and neatest things he had ever made.


When Christmas Eve came the shoemaker did not put the usual array of cut-out leather shoes on the bench for the goblins to finish, but put instead the two little suits, with the tiny red shoes on top. Then he and his wife hid themselves once more behind the curtain to see what would happen.


Exactly as the clock struck twelve, in hopped the two goblins as before, and skipped about to get themselves warm before sitting down to work.


Then they went to the bench to make the shoes. They were struck with astonishment when they saw the little scarlet suits of clothes waiting there for them! They picked them up with many little cries and calls of delight, and then began to dress themselves in them as fast as ever they could. When they came to the red stockings they screamed with joy, and as for the shoes, well, the goblins could hardly get them on, they were so pleased and excited!


When at last they were dressed they danced round and round the shop, singing and shouting for joy, and the shoemaker and his wife were delighted to see that the clothes and shoes fitted the goblins perfectly.




‘Smart little goblins now are we,


Dressed in the finest of suits you see,


Never again will we shoemakers be!’





The goblins sang this song again and again as they danced about, and then suddenly rushed out into the night.


They never came back again after that to sew any more shoes for the shoemaker, but he was so rich that he needed no more help, and never lacked for money again.


But the curious thing was that every Christmas Eve after that the two goblins visited the shop to see if there were any new suits for them to replace the old ones that were beginning to wear out. And, of course, the shoemaker and his wife always put some ready, knowing that on Christmas morning they would find them gone.
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The Christmas Tree Fairy


THERE WAS ONCE a hill which was covered with fir trees. They were fine trees, tall and straight, and always dressed in green, for they did not throw down their leaves in autumn as other trees did. They were evergreens.


‘We must grow as tall as we can!’ whispered the firs to one another. ‘Tall, tall and straight.’


‘I want to be the mast of a ship, then I shall always feel the wind rocking me,’ said one fir.


‘I want to be a telegraph post,’ said another tree. ‘Then all day and night I shall hear messages whispering along the wires!’


‘I would like to be a scaffolding pole, put up when new houses are built,’ said a third fir tree. ‘I am so very, very tall.’


So the trees talked to one another – all but one small tree, which hadn’t grown at all. The winter wind had once uprooted it, and it had nearly died. The woodman had replanted it, but it had never grown. It was a tiny tree, sad because it could no longer talk to its brothers.


They are so high above me that they would not even hear my voice! thought the little fir tree.


It was frightened when the woodman came round. It knew that the other trees were proud to know they would be masts of ships or something grand and useful – but what use would such a tiny tree be?


‘One day I shall be chopped down, and made into firewood,’ said the fir to itself. ‘I am no use at all!’


And one morning, sure enough, the woodman came and saw the tiny tree. He didn’t chop it down, but he dug it up. The little tree was sad. Now, this is the end of me, it thought.


To its great surprise, it was planted in a tub, which was painted bright red. And then all kinds of strange things happened to it!


The woodman’s wife hung strands of tinsel on its boughs. She put bits of cotton wool here and there to make it look as if snow had fallen. She took bright shining glass balls and tied them to the dark little branches.


‘The tree is looking lovely already!’ she said. ‘How pleased the children will be!’


Then she fastened twenty small and beautifully coloured candles, red, pink, yellow, blue and green, all over the tree. She tied a pretty fairy doll on to the top spike. She hung toys here and there. The tree was so astonished that it hardly knew what to think.


On Christmas Day the mother gave the little tree to her children. They clapped their hands in joy.


‘Mother! Mother! It’s a Christmas tree! Oh, Mother, it’s the loveliest tree we’ve ever, ever had! Isn’t it beautiful!’


The little fir tree was glad. It was happy to give pleasure to so many people. Even if I am used for firewood now, I shan’t mind! it thought.


But after Christmas the woodman took the tree from its tub, and planted it in the garden round the cottage. ‘It’s just right for a Christmas tree!’ he said. ‘We’ll have it for our Christmas tree every year!’


Wasn’t that good luck for the little tree? I do hope you get one just like it for Christmas Day.
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What They Did at Miss Brown’s School


DECEMBER SLIPPED INTO the calendar and nobody noticed it, for the children were so busy making Christmas presents and seeing to their bird table that they did not realise November had gone.


But one day John said, ‘Gracious! We break up next week – and we haven’t done anything special for December, Miss Brown!’


‘Well, you’ve been very busy indeed,’ said Miss Brown. ‘I hardly think you could have got anything else into our timetable, John.’


‘But, Miss Brown, we can’t leave December out. We really must do something very extra-special as it’s the Christmas month,’ said Susan.


‘Well, I hadn’t forgotten, my dear,’ said Miss Brown, laughing. ‘But as the special thing I had planned for this month can come at the end of the term, I didn’t say anything.’


‘I suppose you thought we’d be so busy thinking of Christmas cakes and Christmas trees and presents that we would forget,’ said Mary. ‘What do you plan for us to do, Miss Brown? There’s no snow, so we can’t go out and find any snow tracks as we did in January. There’s nothing to do in the garden, for we’ve dug it up, and burnt all our rubbish.’


‘And our bulbs don’t want much seeing to now,’ said John. ‘The Roman hyacinths and narcissi are flowering beautifully.’


‘I wish we could give a treat to our friends, the birds,’ said Susan, watching two tits swinging on the coconut by the window.


‘Well, that’s just what I thought we would do!’ said Miss Brown. ‘We shall have Christmas cakes and Christmas trees – why can’t we give the birds the same treat?’


‘Oooh!’ said the children, delighted. ‘But how can we?’


‘Do you mean buy a cake?’ asked Peter.


‘And would the birds really like a tree hung with toys and things?’ asked Mary.


‘Oh, we shall have to give them a special cake and a special sort of tree,’ said Miss Brown. ‘For one thing, we will make the cake ourselves, tomorrow morning. I will show you how to do it.’


Well, there was great excitement the next morning, as you can imagine! When the children came to school they saw that Miss Brown had put a big bowl on one of the tables, and around it were paper bags and tins.


‘What’s in the bags?’ said Peter.


‘Look and see,’ said Miss Brown. So the children looked.


‘Maize meal!’ said Peter, shaking out a little into his hand. ‘And this bag is full of the hemp seeds we bought the other day. What are these seeds, Miss Brown – these little hard round seeds?’


‘Those are millet seeds,’ said Miss Brown. ‘The birds love those – and in that next bag is the ordinary canary seed I give my canary. Now, will you please empty some of each bag into my bowl and mix up the seeds!’
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