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“Sorry, young lady, this isn’t any good.” The man behind the counter handed back the coin Meredith had given him.

“The sign says pencils are two for a quarter,” Meredith told him.

“But that isn’t a quarter.” The store man turned to help a lady who wanted to buy a box of envelopes.

Meredith put down the pencils she was holding.

“What’s the matter, Meredith?” Christopher asked.

Meredith set her book bag on the floor of the store. She showed her brother the coin. “I thought it was a quarter.”

Christopher took a good look. “It’s the same size as a quarter. But everything else about it is different.”

The store man leaned over the counter. “If you aren’t going to buy anything, kids, why don’t you go outside?”

Meredith picked up her book bag. The two children went out of the store onto Church Avenue.

“Where’d you get that coin?” Christopher asked.

“They didn’t have the paper at the corner candy store this morning,” Meredith said. “Daddy sent me to the newsstand on McDonald Avenue to get one.”

“That’s more than four blocks from our house,” Christopher said. “Weren’t you late for school?”

“I ran all the way,” Meredith told him. “Daddy gave me a half-dollar and said I could keep the change. I’d better go back and tell the man at the newsstand he made a mistake.”

“Let me see it again.” Christopher reached for the coin.

Meredith handed it to him and started walking down the busy Brooklyn street.

Christopher looked first at one side of the coin and then at the other. He turned it on edge. “I can’t see any copper in it. Maybe it’s all silver.”

“Then it’s worth more than a quarter.” Meredith started to walk faster. “I’ve got to give it back.” She looked around. “Hurry up, Chris.”

“Instead of an eagle,” Christopher said, “there’s a shield on the back. And the face on the front isn’t at all like the man on the quarter.”

“George Washington is on the quarter,” Meredith reminded him. She waited for her brother to catch up with her. “Let me see what you’re talking about.”

Christopher gave her the coin.

Meredith looked hard at the shield. “That’s a coat of arms. It’s what knights had.”

She turned over the coin.

A man’s face was on the other side. He had a trim little beard and wore a suit with a collar and a bow tie. Meredith remembered that on the quarter George Washington was wearing only a hair ribbon. You could see just one side of his face. This man was looking straight at Meredith and frowning.

“He doesn’t look much like a knight in armor,” Christopher said.

Meredith started walking faster.

At McDonald Avenue Meredith and Christopher crossed the street and went over to the newsstand.

Meredith showed the silver coin to the man there. “You gave it to me by mistake this morning,” she said. “My change should have been a quarter.”
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“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” the man said. “You didn’t get that from me. Run along and don’t bother me.”

Meredith put the coin back into her pocket and walked away from the newsstand. “I wish that man hadn’t been so nasty,” she told Christopher, “but I’m glad I didn’t have to give him the coin.”

“So am I,” Christopher said. “It’s a nice thing to keep.”

Meredith took out the coin again. Christopher grabbed his sister’s arm. “Look!” he whispered.

Meredith stared.

The little bearded face on the coin was smiling!
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Meredith was so surprised that she nearly dropped the coin. She couldn’t take her eyes off the face of the little man.

The more she looked, the more it seemed as if the coin could never have been any other way than it was now. Both children kept looking at it. The face on the coin didn’t move even a little bit.

Finally Christopher said, “It’s funny. I thought he had an angry sort of face.”

Meredith nodded. “To me he seemed worried. Now he looks happy.” She thought for a minute. “Chris, we’re being silly. It’s the light that makes the coin look different.”

It was still light out, but the sky was becoming cloudy.

“It’s getting late. Mother must be wondering where we are. We’d better go home.” Meredith started walking toward the corner of the street.

They turned onto Albemarle Road. It was a quiet street with big old houses on each side. Meredith and Christopher could go much faster here than on Church Avenue where there were crowds of people.

Pale green blossoms misted the branches of the maple trees. And little green buds peppered the hedges in the front yards. Meredith stopped to look at a yellow crocus.

“I thought we were in a hurry,” Christopher said. “Mom’s probably mad already.”

Meredith felt a drop of rain on her cheek. Another one splashed on her nose. She was wearing her new spring coat. “I wish we had an umbrella.”

Meredith remembered that she was still holding the silver coin. She tried to put it into her pocket, but it wouldn’t fit. “Chris!”

Christopher turned around. “What’s the matter?”

Meredith held up the coin.
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It was as big as a saucer. And it was getting bigger!
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At the same time the coin was getting thinner. In a few seconds it was so thin that the children could almost see through it. The shield on the back showed through and got mixed up with the face on the front of the coin.

Next the edges curved down to make a big upside-down bowl.

The coin wasn’t any heavier than before, but it was so big now that Meredith had to balance it over her head with one hand. She had her book bag in the other.

Meredith felt a bump on the underside of the coin. It sprouted down like a silver stem. She found herself holding onto it as if it were a handle.

Her brother stood next to her. The rain was pouring all around them, but they weren’t getting wet.

Christopher and Meredith were standing under a big silver umbrella.
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“You can’t tell me it’s only the light,” Christopher said.

For a minute Meredith just looked up into the umbrella. “No, Chris. It isn’t the light. It’s magic.”

“Magic or not, Mom’s sure to have a fit if we’re not home soon,” Christopher told her.

Meredith started walking quickly along Albemarle Road. Christopher was shorter than she was. He had to run to keep up with her.

The rain was splashing all around the umbrella, but even their feet stayed dry. At East Fifth Street, Meredith and Christopher turned the corner and hurried to a house in the middle of the block. They climbed the front stoop.
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Christopher rang the doorbell. “You’d better close the umbrella before Mom sees it. She’s going to ask us where we got it. And she’ll never believe what we tell her.”

“I don’t know how to shut it,” Meredith said. “It doesn’t have any spokes, so how can it fold? I wish we had some way to hide it.”

The umbrella seemed to shiver. The silver handle got shorter and shorter. In a second or two Meredith was once again balancing the big bowl on her hand. The bowl flattened into a plate, and the plate began to shrink.

Mrs. Dalby opened the door of the house. “You must be soaked.” She looked at Meredith. “Why are you holding your hand like that?” She smiled. “Does it keep the rain off you?”

Meredith looked up. She was holding the silver coin over her head.

“Come in before you get any wetter.” Mrs. Dalby pulled the children into the house. “Get out of your coat, Meredith. I’ll hang it up for you.”

Meredith put down her book bag and unbuttoned her coat with one hand. She was holding the magic coin in the other.

Mrs. Dalby picked up the coat and went to hang it up. “It’s not nearly as wet as I thought it would be,” she said. “Bring your jacket here, Chris. And let’s see your shoes.”

“Do you think I should go in the kitchen and pour water over my shoes?” Christopher whispered to Meredith.

“Don’t be silly, Chris!” Meredith said. But she too was wondering what she could tell her mother.

Mrs. Dalby hung up Christopher’s jacket and looked hard at both his and Meredith’s shoes. “The rain seemed to be coming down in buckets,” she said. “How did you keep from getting wet?”

Meredith looked at the coin in her hand. The face on it was frowning at her. She took a deep breath. “We had a magic umbrella, Mother.”

Mrs. Dalby laughed. “That explains everything,” she said. “Come into the kitchen now and get your after-school snack before it’s suppertime.”

Meredith took another look at the coin.

The little bearded face was smiling again.
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After supper Mr. and Mrs. Dalby settled themselves in the living room to watch television. Christopher sat on the floor next to his father’s chair.

“Don’t you have any homework, Chris?” his mother asked. “Meredith is up in her room doing hers now.”

“Oh, I forgot.” Christopher walked into the dining room to get his books off the buffet. Then he went upstairs.

Meredith’s door was open. She was sitting at her desk working on her math. Christopher had never seen Meredith’s pencil move so fast.

He tiptoed into the room and stood behind her. Meredith was doing a page of fractions. Christopher knew she hated them.
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He watched Meredith copying numbers out of her math book. She leaned forward to look at something on her desk. A moment later she wrote some more numbers on her paper.

It seemed to Christopher as if something were giving Meredith the answers to her math problems. He craned his neck to see what it was. There was a pile of books on the desk. He couldn’t make out what was on the other side.

“Meredith,” Christopher said, “what’s going on?”

Meredith turned around. “I’m beginning to understand fractions.”

“What have you got on your desk that you keep looking at?” Christopher asked.

Meredith stood up. “Look.”

Christopher leaned over the pile of books. He saw that Meredith had placed the magic coin right where the desk lamp would shine on it. The little bearded face looked up at Christopher.

“He seems to be asking what it is I want from him,” Christopher said.

“That’s just what I thought,” Meredith told him. “And when I look at him for a little while, I understand what I have to do.”

“How about lending me the coin?” Christopher asked. “You’ve been using it long enough.”

“Come on, Chris, you know my homework’s much harder than yours.” Meredith picked up the coin. “You always want somebody to help you. I wish for once you could do your homework by yourself.”

“Oh, all right.” Christopher walked out of the room.

Meredith went on with her math. When she finished it she opened her social studies book. She used the coin for a bookmark.

The lesson was about Columbus and how he discovered an island and named it Little Spain. Meredith thought the magic coin trembled between the pages of the book.

It was an exciting story, but there were sad parts in it. When Meredith finished reading she felt as if she had been on the faraway island with the people who were greedy for gold and the other people who died working in the mines to get it for them.

Meredith took the silver coin out from between the pages and laid it on the desk top. Then she closed the book.

Christopher came back into the room. “Guess what,” he said. “I did my spelling homework all by myself. And I’ll bet I can spell every one of those words.”

Meredith caught sight of the face on the coin. The little man was not exactly smiling now. He just looked very pleased with himself.
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Next morning Meredith fell back to sleep after her mother called her. Mrs. Dalby was so busy trying to get Christopher up that it was breakfast time before she found Meredith was still in bed.

It was after eight o’clock. Meredith dived into her clothes and gobbled a bowlful of cornflakes. She grabbed her coat and book bag and rushed out of the door after Christopher.

They were two blocks from home when Meredith remembered that they’d left their lunch bags on the kitchen table. They ran back to get them.

“Hurry, children,” Mrs. Dalby said. “You’ll be late for school.” She went down the basement stairs with a load of laundry.

Christopher picked up his lunch. “What did you do with the magic coin?”

“I left it in my room.” Meredith ran upstairs.

Christopher followed her. Meredith was in such a rush to grab the coin off her desk that she dropped it on the floor.

Christopher put his foot on the coin to stop it from rolling away.

Meredith bent down. She poked her fingers under Christopher’s shoe to grab hold of the silver coin. “I thought taking it to school might help me with the math test,” she said. “But it’s only going to make us late. I wish there was some way we could get to school on time.”

The room seemed to blur before the children’s eyes. A minute later everything was clear again.

“Wow!” Christopher said. “Look at the coin!”

The silver coin was as wide as the kitchen table. Meredith looked across the room. Her bed was very far away. And it was the size of an apartment building.

The coin started to rise in the air. Christopher was standing on it. He sat down. Meredith climbed up beside him. She thought her weight would push the coin back onto the floor, but it just floated higher.

The silver coin sailed across Meredith’s bedroom. Her window was open a crack at the top. The window was enormous now. And so was the crack. The coin slipped through into the open air outside.

Meredith put her book bag on her lap. Christopher tucked his books and his lunch between his knees. Both of them held tight to the sides of the flying coin.

Meredith looked over the edge at the streets and houses below. They seemed much bigger than they ought to be. “You know what I think?”
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“What?” Christopher asked.

“Nothing really got bigger,” Meredith told him. “We got smaller.”

Christopher didn’t have much time to think about this. “There’s the school!” he yelled.

“Your class is already going in,” Meredith said.

The silver coin flew down into the crowded schoolyard. It landed right beside Meredith’s class.

The boys and girls looked like giants. Meredith looked up at the biggest shoe she had ever seen.
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Christopher grabbed his books and his lunch and jumped off the coin. At once he was as big as ever. He raced across the yard and followed his class into the school.

Meredith stood up. As soon as she stepped off the coin she was back to her right size. She bent down to pick up the little silver coin. Then she got on line.

Mrs. Fleming waved to her. “You’re just in time, Meredith. I was afraid you were going to be late.”
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Meredith’s class had to practice writing first thing in the morning. Then they took turns asking each other questions about yesterday’s social studies homework.

At eleven o’clock Mrs. Fleming said, “It’s time for our math test, boys and girls. Petra, I want you to give out the papers.”

Meredith placed the silver coin face-up on her desk.

Petra walked up and down the aisles. She put a blank sheet of paper on each desk. When she came to Meredith’s desk, Petra took a good look at the coin. “There’s a picture of that man in one of my grandmother’s books,” she said.

“What’s his name?” Meredith asked.

“I think it’s Juan Pablo Something-or-other,” Petra told her. “But I’m not sure.”

Mrs. Fleming rapped on her desk with a yardstick. “Petra! Stop talking and finish your job.”

“Yes, Mrs. Fleming.” Petra gave Meredith a sheet of paper and went on to the next desk.

Meredith looked at the coin. The face on it was frowning again. Meredith remembered that Mrs. Fleming had a desk drawer full of things people had brought to class. There were a lot of baseball cards, several pea shooters and water guns, and at least one set of jacks in the drawer. Mrs. Fleming kept it locked. She was going to give the things back on the last day of school. That was almost three months away.

If Mrs. Fleming thought Meredith was playing with the coin she might lock it up in her drawer. Meredith picked it up and put it back into her pocket.

“I’ll just have to remember what I learned from Juan Pablo when I was doing my homework last night,” she said to herself.

During the test she found that fractions were easy now that she understood them. The test was like a game. Meredith had fun with it. She was one of the first people to finish. Mrs. Fleming asked her to collect the papers when the test was over.

At twelve o’clock Meredith met Christopher in the big basement lunchroom of the school. They sat at one end of a long table.

The lunchroom was noisy. The voices of the boys and girls seemed to echo off the metal ceiling. Meredith almost had to shout to make herself heard.

“I found out his name,” she said.

“Whose name?” Christopher asked.

Meredith pulled the coin out of her pocket and put it on the table. She placed one finger under the chin of the man with the beard. “His.”

Christopher unwrapped a sandwich and bit into it. “Peanut butter.”

“No,” Meredith said, “Juan Pablo.” She took a bite of her sandwich. “This stuff sticks to the roof of my mouth. I wish we had some milk to go with it.”

Meredith felt something move under her finger. It was the coin. “Juan Pablo’s getting bigger again.”

Christopher stared at the coin. “We don’t need an umbrella in here.”

The coin spread out in all directions like an egg dropped into a frying pan. When it was a little bigger than two fried eggs, the edge of the coin turned up to make a rim, and the coin stopped growing.

“It’s a silver tray,” Meredith said.

“And look what’s on it!” Christopher picked up a small container of milk and handed another to his sister.

Meredith pointed to the tray. “He even remembered the straws! Thank you, Juan Pablo.”
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The peanut butter sandwiches tasted good with the milk. Meredith and Christopher each had a yellow apple and two chocolate cookies packed in their lunch bags. The milk lasted just until they had finished eating everything.

They put the empty milk containers and the straws back on the little tray. A second later they were gone. The silver coin was once again lying on the table.

Meredith picked it up and put it into her pocket.

Today was Friday. The afternoon seemed to go on and on.

At last it was three o’clock. Meredith met Christopher at the gate of the schoolyard. They started to walk along Albemarle Road.

“I’m tired,” Christopher said. “Why don’t we fly home?”

Meredith took the coin out of her pocket. She placed it on the sidewalk. “We have to be standing on it.”

Christopher looked at the man on the coin. “What did you say his name was?”

“Juan Pablo,” Meredith told him.

“It seems pretty awful to step on his face now that we know who he is,” Christopher said.

Meredith remembered what her mother said when she had to do something that would bother somebody. “I beg your pardon, Juan Pablo,” she said and stepped on the coin. She could only get one foot on it, so she put the other foot on top.

She expected to shrink small enough to sit on the coin, but nothing happened. “Please, Juan Pablo, fly us home the way you flew us to school.”

Still the coin stayed just as it was on the sidewalk.

“Maybe something happened to the magic,” Christopher said. “Or maybe he doesn’t like being stepped on and has given up flying. See if he’ll do something else.”

Meredith hopped off the coin and stooped to pick it up. “Is there some other kind of magic you’d like to do, Juan Pablo?” she asked.
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The coin just lay in her hand. The face on it looked straight at her, but there was nothing about it that was special. For a moment Meredith wondered if she’d dreamed all the magic.

“If we hadn’t fooled around we’d be home by now.” Meredith dropped the coin into her pocket. “Last one home is a rotten egg!” She started to run. Chris chased after her.

Meredith reached the house first. She went up the steps two at a time and rang the doorbell. Christopher came charging up the front stoop right behind her.

Mrs. Dalby opened the door. “I’ve never known you two to get home from school so fast. What is it, more magic?”
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