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The Magician of Half Magic


  BY ALICE HOFFMAN


I’ve always believed that the books that influence us most are the ones we read at the age of ten or eleven or twelve, the time when we’re most open to imagination and magic, when the world hasn’t yet made us the rational and boring beings most adults grow up to be. If you’re lucky, you will be exactly this age when you discover a writer who teaches you about the world, and about literature, and, for those who are the luckiest of all, about magic.

Of course the best magic is when extraordinary things happen to ordinary people, unexpectedly and out of the blue. This is the way magic begins in folktales and fairy tales: Once upon a time, on a day like any other, a boy like you, or a girl like me, found a charm or a beast or a book that changed everything, allowing us see beyond our own lives, into the realm of possibilities.   

I found the book that changed my life one summer day, stocked on a dusty shelf at the library. I’d never heard of the author, but when I saw the title I knew it was exactly what I’d been looking for. After the first few pages, I was utterly hooked. I read Edward Eager all that summer while school was out, and I highly recommend my child-reader friends do the same. Make one summer your Edward Eager summer and you will never forget it. Other summers will become hazy and forgettable, but for this one summer everything you do will be touched by magic. Edward Eager once wrote: “The next best thing to having it actually happen to you is to read about it.” Readers know this is absolutely true. I read Half Magic and my life was never the same. The door to my imagination was unlocked, and every time I walked to the library, every time I made a wish, every time I started to read a book, I knew magic was a distinct possibility.

 

Edward Eager, born 1911, was a lyricist and dramatist. He was a witty, sophisticated writer from Connecticut who stumbled into the realm of children’s books after discovering the work of the English author E. Nesbit in 1947 while searching for novels to read to his beloved son, Fritz. For Eager, what made Nesbit great was the way she managed to integrate magic into real life. “For if there is one thing that makes E. Nesbit’s magic books more enchanting than any others, it is not that they are funny, or exciting, or beautifully written, or full of wonderfully alive and endearing children, all of which they are.” It was “the dailiness of the magic” that appealed to Edward Eager. “So after you finish reading one of her stories you feel it could all happen to you, any day now, round any corner.” The same can be said of all of Eager’s wonderful books, all filled with the power of the imagination and the possibility that anything can happen at any time, to anyone. As a plus, Eager’s style is funny, wise, and entertaining. He loves jokes and puns and has real empathy for characters who are human, sometimes to a fault, but who learn from their mistakes. 

With his first book, Half Magic, Eager succeeded in writing a work of genius, a classic story about magic and daily life and, as in all of his novels, about the love of books. Half Magic begins the series of seven Tales of Magic that Eager would go on to write before his untimely death at the age of fifty-three. But as we all know, seven is the most magical of numbers, and the first book is always the best. The fun begins with a talisman found on the sidewalk on the way home from a visit to the library. Magic, Eager believed, is unpredictable and unreliable; it has to be understood and tamed, which is half the fun and delight of Half Magic. “Always remember that magic has a mind of its own and will thwart you if it can,” Eager wrote. The mischief-making talisman the children discover grants only half-wishes, although this takes a while to grasp. They must figure out how to properly use the powerful and ancient charm, and many mistakes are made, with adventures had and lessons learned. 

In Half Magic, as in all of Eager’s Tales of Magic, children see what adults cannot. They haven’t yet lost the ability to appreciate what is wondrous in the world. But even children have to rethink their practical lives and acknowledge that magic is a possibility. The children in Half Magic are convinced that magic could never happen to them—until what looks like an old nickel turns out to be the charm that changes their lives. Soon enough they discover the power of a wish, and how easily a wish can go wrong if you don’t consider the consequences. The world of magic is a puzzle, much like the rest of life, and by the time the children have figured out the rules, they must move on into the next phase, and give the magic over to the next child who needs to have his or her own adventures.

A real writer remembers what it is like to be a reader, and a great children’s book writer remembers what it was like to be a child. “There are lucky people who never lose the gift of seeing the world as a child sees it, a magic place where anything can happen next minute, and delightful and unexpected things constantly do.” Edward Eager was one of these people. And Half Magic is one of the books you never forget.

 

Jane was the oldest, Mark was the only boy, Katherine was the middle girl, and Martha was the youngest and “very difficult.” These four children find great joy in walking two miles to the library, as I did in the summer. Eager wrote the book in the 1950s, and the time period of Half Magic is the 1920s—yet the book feels timeless and the children could easily be our next-door neighbors. 

The sorrow that hangs over these ordinary children is that their father has died and they worry for their mother’s happiness and for the fate of their family. They happen to meet Mr. Smith, who they soon discover would make an excellent stepfather, for unlike most adults he advocates believing six impossible things before breakfast. Once the children figure out the magic’s formula (having started a half-fire, brought a group of friends half-home, and have their cat wonderfully half-talk), they learn to double their wishes and travel to the desert and to Camelot; then, headstrong Jane wishes she belonged to another family (as many of us have wished at one time or another) only to regret it and to realize, along with her brother and sisters and mother, that magic is no longer necessary. They already have their hearts desire: each other.

 

My own writing, both for children and adults, has been hugely influenced by Edward Eager and his brand of suburban magic, or what I call practical magic. When there are no enchanted woods or fairy-tale castles and only a small town where magic seems unlikely, anything can happen if you know where to look. Often the best place to discover magic is in a book, on a summer day, on the walk home from the library. Begin by reading Half Magic and the enchantment will already be halfway there.

 

 

Alice Hoffman is the author of many books for children, including Aquamarine, Green Angel, and Nightbird. Her books for adults include Practical Magic, The Museum of Extraordinary Things, The Dovekeepers, and The Marriage of Opposites. Half Magic is her favorite book for children and Edward Eager is her favorite children’s book author.


1

How It Began
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It began one day in summer about thirty years ago, and it happened to four children.

Jane was the oldest and Mark was the only boy, and between them they ran everything.

Katharine was the middle girl, of docile disposition and a comfort to her mother. She knew she was a comfort, and docile, because she’d heard her mother say so. And the others knew she was, too, by now, because ever since that day Katharine would keep boasting about what a comfort she was, and how docile, until Jane declared she would utter a piercing shriek and fall over dead if she heard another word about it. This will give you some idea of what Jane and Katharine were like.

Martha was the youngest, and very difficult.

The children never went to the country or a lake in the summer, the way their friends did, because their father was dead and their mother worked very hard on the other newspaper, the one almost nobody on the block took. A woman named Miss Bick came in every day to care for the children, but she couldn’t seem to care for them very much, nor they for her. And she wouldn’t take them to the country or a lake; she said it was too much to expect and the sound of waves affected her heart.

“Clear Lake isn’t the ocean; you can hardly hear it,” Jane told her.

“It would attract lightning,” Miss Bick said, which Jane thought cowardly, besides being unfair arguing. If you’re going to argue, and Jane usually was, you want people to line up all their objections at a time; then you can knock them all down at once. But Miss Bick was always sly.

Still, even without the country or a lake, the summer was a fine thing, particularly when you were at the beginning of it, looking ahead into it. There would be months of beautifully long, empty days, and each other to play with, and the books from the library.
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In the summer you could take out ten books at a time, instead of three, and keep them a month, instead of two weeks. Of course you could take only four of the fiction books, which were the best, but Jane liked plays and they were nonfiction, and Katharine liked poetry and that was nonfiction, and Martha was still the age for picture books, and they didn’t count as fiction but were often nearly as good.

Mark hadn’t found out yet what kind of nonfiction he liked, but he was still trying. Each month he would carry home his ten books and read the four good fiction ones in the first four days, and then read one page each from the other six, and then give up. Next month he would take them back and try again. The nonfiction books he tried were mostly called things like “When I was a Boy in Greece,” or “Happy Days on the Prairie”—things that made them sound like stories, only they weren’t. They made Mark furious.

“It’s being made to learn things not on purpose. It’s unfair,” he said. “It’s sly.” Unfairness and slyness the four children hated above all.

The library was two miles away, and walking there with a lot of heavy, already-read books was dull, but coming home was splendid—walking slowly, stopping from time to time on different strange front steps, dipping into the different books. One day Katharine, the poetry-lover, tried to read Evangeline out loud on the way home, and Martha sat right down on the sidewalk after seven blocks of it, and refused to go a step farther if she had to hear another word of it. That will tell you about Martha.

After that Jane and Mark made a rule that nobody could read bits out loud and bother the others. But this summer the rule was changed. This summer the children had found some books by a writer named E. Nesbit, surely the most wonderful books in the world. They read every one that the library had, right away, except a book called The Enchanted Castle, which had been out.

And now yesterday The Enchanted Castle had come in, and they took it out, and Jane, because she could read fastest and loudest, read it out loud all the way home, and when they got home she went on reading, and when their mother came home they hardly said a word to her, and when dinner was served they didn’t notice a thing they ate. Bedtime came at the moment when the magic ring in the book changed from a ring of invisibility to a wishing ring. It was a terrible place to stop, but their mother had one of her strict moments; so stop they did.

And so naturally they all woke up even earlier than usual this morning, and Jane started right in reading out loud and didn’t stop till she got to the end of the last page.

There was a contented silence when she closed the book, and then, after a little, it began to get discontented.

Martha broke it, saying what they were all thinking.

“Why don’t things like that ever happen to us?”

“Magic never happens, not really,” said Mark, who was old enough to be sure about this.

“How do you know?” asked Katharine, who was nearly as old as Mark, but not nearly so sure about anything.

“Only in fairy stories.”

“It wasn’t a fairy story. There weren’t any dragons or witches or poor woodcutters, just real children like us!”

They were all talking at once now.

“They aren’t like us. We’re never in the country for the summer, and walk down strange roads and find castles!”

“We never go to the seashore and meet mermaids and sand fairies!”

“Or go to our uncle’s, and there’s a magic garden!”

“If the Nesbit children do stay in the city it’s London, and that’s interesting, and then they find phoenixes and magic carpets! Nothing like that ever happens here!”

“There’s Mrs. Hudson’s house,” Jane said. “That’s a little like a castle.”

“There’s the Miss Kings’ garden.”

“We could pretend . . .”

It was Martha who said this, and the others turned on her.

“Beast!”

“Spoilsport!”

Because of course the only way pretending is any good is if you never say right out that that’s what you’re doing. Martha knew this perfectly well, but in her youth she sometimes forgot. So now Mark threw a pillow at her, and so did Jane and Katharine, and in the excitement that followed their mother woke up, and Miss Bick arrived and started giving orders, and “all was flotsam and jetsam,” in the poetic words of Katharine.

Two hours later, with breakfast eaten, Mother gone to work and the dishes done, the four children escaped at last, and came out into the sun. It was fine weather, warm and blue-skied and full of possibilities, and the day began well, with a glint of something metal in a crack in the sidewalk.

“Dibs on the nickel,” Jane said, and scooped it into her pocket with the rest of her allowance, still jingling there unspent. She would get round to thinking about spending it after the adventures of the morning.

The adventures of the morning began with promise. Mrs. Hudson’s house looked quite like an Enchanted Castle, with its stone wall around and iron dog on the lawn. But when Mark crawled into the peony bed and Jane stood on his shoulders and held Martha up to the kitchen window, all Martha saw was Mrs. Hudson mixing something in a bowl.

“Eye of newt and toe of frog, probably,” Katharine thought, but Martha said it looked more like simple one-egg cake.

And then when one of the black ants that live in all peony beds bit Mark, and he dropped Jane and Martha with a crash, nothing happened except Mrs. Hudson’s coming out and chasing them with a broom the way she always did, and saying she’d tell their mother. This didn’t worry them much, because their mother always said it was Mrs. Hudson’s own fault, that people who had trouble with children brought it on themselves, but it was boring.

So then the children went farther down the street and looked at the Miss Kings’ garden. Bees were humming pleasantly round the columbines, and there were Canterbury bells and purple foxgloves looking satisfactorily old-fashioned, and for a moment it seemed as though anything might happen.

But then Miss Mamie King came out and told them that a dear little fairy lived in the biggest purple foxglove, and this wasn’t the kind of talk the children wanted to hear at all. They stayed only long enough to be polite, before trooping dispiritedly back to sit on their own front steps.

They sat there and couldn’t think of anything exciting to do, and nothing went on happening, and it was then that Jane was so disgusted that she said right out loud she wished there’d be a fire!

The other three looked shocked at hearing such wickedness, and then they looked more shocked at what they heard next.

What they heard next was a fire siren!

Fire trucks started tearing past—the engine, puffing out smoke the way it used to do in those days, the Chief’s car, the hook and ladder, the chemicals!

Mark and Katharine and Martha looked at Jane, and Jane looked back at them with wild wonder in her eyes. Then they started running.

The fire was eight blocks away, and it took them a long time to get there, because Martha wasn’t allowed to cross streets by herself, and couldn’t run fast yet, like the others; so, they had to keep waiting for her to catch up, at all the corners.

And when they finally reached the house where the trucks had stopped, it wasn’t the house that was on fire. It was a playhouse in the backyard, the fanciest playhouse the children had ever seen, two stories high and with dormer windows.

You all know what watching a fire is like, the glory of the flames streaming out through the windows, and the wonderful moment when the roof falls in, or even better if there’s a tower and it falls through the roof. This playhouse did have a tower, and it fell through the roof most beautifully, with a crash and a shower of sparks.

And the fact that it was a playhouse, and small like the children, made it seem even more like a special fire that was planned just for them. And the little girl the playhouse belonged to turned out to be an unmistakably spoiled and unpleasant type named Genevieve, with long golden curls that had probably never been cut; so that was all right. And furthermore, the children overheard her father say he’d buy her a new playhouse with the insurance money.

So altogether there was no reason for any but feelings of the deepest satisfaction in the breasts of the four children, as they stood breathing heavily and watching the firemen deal with the flames, which they did with that heroic calm typical of fire departments the world over.

And it wasn’t until the last flame was drowned, and the playhouse stood there a wet and smoking mess of ashes and charred boards, that guilt rose up in Jane and turned her joy to ashes, too.

“Oh, what you did,” Martha whispered at her.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Jane said. But she went over to a woman who seemed to be the nurse of the golden-haired Genevieve, and asked her how it started.

“All of a piece it went up, like the Fourth of July as ever was,” said the nurse. “And it’s my opinion,” she added, looking at Jane very suspiciously, “that it was set! What are you doing here, little girl?”

Jane turned right around and walked out of the yard, holding herself as straight as possible and trying to keep from running. The other three went after her.

“Is Jane magic?” Martha whispered to Katharine.

“I don’t know. I think so,” Katharine whispered back.

Jane glared at them. They went for two blocks in silence.

“Are we magic, too?”

“I don’t know. I’m scared to find out.”

Jane glared. Once more silence fell.

But this time Martha couldn’t hold herself in for more than half a block.

“Will we be burnt as witches?”

Jane whirled on them furiously.

“I wish,” she started to say.

“Don’t!” Katharine almost screamed, and Jane turned white, shut her lips tight, and started walking faster.

Mark made the others run to catch up.

“This won’t do any good. We’ve got to talk it over,” he told Jane.

“Yes, talk it over,” said Martha, looking less worried. She had great respect for Mark, who was a boy and knew everything.

“The thing is,” Mark went on, “was it just an accident, or did we want so much to be magic we got that way, somehow? The thing is, each of us ought to make a wish. That’ll prove it one way or the other.”

But Martha balked at this. You could never tell with Martha. Sometimes she would act just as grown-up as the others, and then suddenly she would be a baby. Now she was a baby. Her lip trembled, and she said she didn’t want to make a wish and she wouldn’t make a wish and she wished they’d never started to play this game in the first place.

After consultation, Mark and Katharine decided this could count as Martha’s wish, but it didn’t seem to have come true, because if it had they wouldn’t remember any of the morning, and yet they remembered it all too clearly. But just as a test Mark turned to Jane.

“What have we been doing?” he asked.

“Watching a fire,” Jane said bitterly, and at that moment the fire trucks went by on their way home to the station, to prove it.

So then Mark rather depressedly wished his shoes were seven-league boots, but when he tried to jump seven leagues it turned out they weren’t.

Katharine wished Shakespeare would come up and talk to her. She forgot to say exactly when she wanted this to happen, but after they waited a minute and he didn’t appear, they decided he probably wasn’t coming.

So it seemed that if there was any magic among them, Jane had it all.

But try as they might, they couldn’t persuade Jane to make another wish, even a little safe one. She just kept shaking her head at all their arguments, and when argument descended to insult she didn’t say a word, which was most unlike Jane.

When they got home she said she had a headache, and went out on the sleeping porch, and shut the door. She wouldn’t even come downstairs for lunch, but stayed out there alone all the afternoon, moodily eating a whole box of Social Tea biscuits and talking to Carrie, the cat. Miss Bick despaired of her.

When their mother came home she knew something was wrong. But being an understanding parent, she didn’t ask questions.

At dinner she announced that she was going out for the evening. Jane didn’t look up from her brooding silence, but the others were interested. The children always hoped their mother was going on exciting adventures, though she seldom was. Tonight she was going to see Aunt Grace and Uncle Edwin.

“Why?” Mark wanted to know.

“They were very kind to me after your father died. They have been very kind to you.”

“Useful presents!” Mark was scornful.

“Will Aunt Grace say ‘Just a little chocolate cake, best you ever tasted, I made it myself?’” Katharine wanted to know.

“You shouldn’t laugh at your Aunt Grace. I don’t know what your father would say.”

“Father laughed at her, too.”

“It isn’t the same thing.”

“Why?”

This kind of conversation was always very interesting to the children, and could have gone on forever so far as they were concerned, but somehow no grown-ups ever seemed to feel that way about conversations. Their mother put a stop to this one by leaving for Aunt Grace’s.

When she had gone, things got strange again. Jane kept hovering in and out of the room where the others were playing a halfhearted game of Flinch, until everyone was driven wild.

Finally Mark burst out.

“Why don’t you tell us?”

Jane shook her head.

“I can’t. You wouldn’t understand.”

Naturally this made everyone furious.

“Just because she’s magic she thinks she’s smarter!” Martha said.

“I don’t think she’s magic at all!” This was Katharine. “Only she’s afraid to make a wish and find out!”

“I’m not! I am!” Jane cried, not very clearly. “Only I don’t know why, or how much! It’s like having one foot almost asleep, but not quite—you can’t use it and you can’t enjoy it! I’m afraid to even think a wish! I’m afraid to think at all!”

If you have ever had magic powers descend on you suddenly out of the blue, you’ll know how Jane felt.

When you have magic powers and know it, it can be a fine feeling, like a pleasant tingling inside. But in order to enjoy that tingling, you have to know just how much magic you have and what the rules are for using it. And Jane didn’t have any idea how much she had or how to use it, and this made her unhappy and the others couldn’t see why, and said so, and Jane answered back, and by the time they went to bed no one was speaking to anyone else.

What bothered Jane most was a feeling that she’d forgotten something, and that if she could remember it she’d know the reason for everything that had happened. It was as if the reason were there in her mind somewhere, if only she could reach it. She leaned into her mind, reaching, reaching . . .

The next thing she knew, she was sitting straight up in bed and the clock was striking eleven, and she had remembered. It was as though she’d gone on thinking in her sleep. Sometimes this happens.

She got up and felt her way to the dresser where she’d put her money, without looking at it, when she came home from the fire. First she felt the top of the dresser. Then she lit the lamp and looked.

The nickel she’d found in the crack in the sidewalk was gone.

And then Jane began thinking really hard.


2

What Happened to Their Mother
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At Aunt Grace and Uncle Edwin’s the air was hot and stuffy and the furniture was hot and stuffy and Aunt Grace and Uncle Edwin were stuffy.

“Poor things, they’re so kind, really,” the children’s mother thought to herself.

But she had to remind herself of this very hard when Aunt Grace got out the snapshot albums.

“Now I know you’ll be interested in these pictures of our trip to Yellowstone Park, Alison.” Aunt Grace settled herself among the cushions of the davenport as though she expected to stay there a long time.

“I think you showed them to me last time, Aunt Grace.”

“No, no, dear, that was Glacier Park. Edwin, move the floor lamp so Alison can see. This is the Old Faithful geyser. It comes up faithfully every hour, you see. That woman standing there isn’t anyone we know. It’s some woman from Ohio who kept trying to get in the picture. Edwin had to speak to her. Turn over the page.”

The next page of the snapshot album showed Old Faithful from a different angle. The woman from Ohio had got only halfway into the picture; otherwise it looked just the same as the first one.

The children’s mother patted back a yawn.

“I really must be going, Aunt Grace.”

“Nonsense, dear. You must stay for cake and coffee. Just a little chocolate cake, best you ever tasted, I made it myself.”

The children’s mother suppressed a smile. Katharine had said Aunt Grace would say that—she always did.

The clock struck eleven.

“Oh, dear,” their mother said to herself. “And that long bus ride home, too! I wish I were home right now!”

Next moment all the lights in the room seemed to have gone out, only there seemed to be a moon and some stars shining in through the roof.

Their mother looked for Aunt Grace’s stuffy, kind face, but Aunt Grace wasn’t there. Instead, a clump of rather gangling milkweeds stared back at her. The hot, stuffy chair seemed suddenly to have grown cold and prickly. She looked down and around.

She was sitting on a weedy hummock by the side of a road. There were no houses in sight, nor any light but the far-off moon and stars.

What had happened? Had she suddenly gone mad? Or could she have said good-bye to Aunt Grace and Uncle Edwin, started to walk home instead of taking the bus, and then fainted?

But why couldn’t she remember saying good-bye? Such a thing had never happened to her before in her life!

She thought she recognized the stretch of road before her. Aunt Grace and Uncle Edwin lived in a suburb, with half a mile of open country between them and the town. Half a mile with only one bus stop, the children’s mother remembered. She must be somewhere in that half-mile, but would the bus stop be ahead or behind her?

The sky ahead showed a glow from the lights of town, and she started walking toward it.

The moon was a thin new one and didn’t shed much light, and the woodsy thickets on either side of the road were dark and spooky. Things moved in the branches of trees. The children’s mother didn’t like it at all.

What was she, a successful newspaperwoman and the mother of four children, doing, wandering the roads by night like this?

When she was set upon and murdered by highwaymen and her body was found next morning, what would the children think? What would anyone think? It must be a bad dream. Soon she would wake up. Now she would keep walking.

She kept walking.

Behind her an engine throbbed and lights shone. She turned, holding up her hand, hoping it was the bus.

It wasn’t the bus, just someone’s car. But the car stopped by her, and rather a small gentleman looked out.

“Would you like a ride?”

“Well, no, not really,” the children’s mother said, which was not true at all; she would like one very much. But she had always told the children particularly not to go riding with strangers.

“Did your car break down?”

“Well, no, not exactly.”
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“Just taking a walk?”

“Well, no.”

The rather small gentleman had opened the door of the car now.

“Get in,” he said.

To her surprise, the children’s mother got in. They rode along for a bit in silence. The children’s mother tried to study the gentleman’s face out of the corner of her eye, and was displeased to see that he wore a beard. Beards always seemed to her rather sinister. Why would anyone wear one, unless he had something to hide?

But this beard was only a small, pointed one, and the rest of the gentleman’s face, or as much of it as she could see in the dark car, seemed pleasant. She found herself wanting to tell him of her strange adventure. Of course she couldn’t. It would sound too silly.

The gentleman broke the silence.

“Lonely out this way after dark,” he said. “Rather dangerous for walking, I should say.”

“I should say so, too,” said the children’s mother. “I can’t think what can have happened. There I was, talking to Aunt Grace, and suddenly there I was, by the side of the road!”

And, in spite of having decided not to, she began telling the small gentleman all about it.

“There’s only one explanation,” she said, at the end of it. “I must have lost my memory, just for a minute.”

“Oh, there’s never only one explanation,” said the rather small gentleman. “It depends on which one you want to believe! I believe in believing six impossible things before breakfast, myself. Not that I usually get the chance. The trouble with life is that not enough impossible things happen for us to believe in, don’t you agree? Where did you say you live?”

“I didn’t,” said the children’s mother. Really, this night was growing odder and odder. She wasn’t used to meeting people who talked exactly like the White Queen, or to giving her address to perfect strangers, either—still, if she wanted to get home there didn’t seem to be anything else to do.

She gave him her address, and a moment later they were driving up before the house.

She thanked the small gentleman for his trouble. He bowed, hesitated as though he meant to say something further, then seemed to think better of it, and drove away.

It wasn’t until he was gone that the children’s mother realized that she didn’t even know his name, nor he hers. Still, they would probably never see each other again.

She turned and started up the walk, then stopped in horror.

All the lights in the living room were ablaze!

Thinking of every terrible thing that could possibly have happened, she ran up the walk, turned her key in the lock, and hurried inside.

Huddled on a corner of the sofa sat Jane, wrapped in a blanket and looking small and white and forlorn.

Her mother was by her side and had her arms round her in a second. All thoughts of her own strange evening, and of the rather small gentleman, vanished from her head.

“What is it, tummy-ache or bad dreams?” she cried. “You should have telephoned me!”

“It isn’t either one,” Jane said. “Mother, did you borrow a nickel that was on my dresser?”

“What?” cried her mother. “Did you wait up all this time to ask me that?”

And immediately she began to scold, as is the habit of parents when they’ve been worried about their children and find that they needn’t have been.

“Really, Jane, you must not be so money-grubbing!” she said. “Yes, I borrowed a nickel for carfare. I only had one nickel and a five-dollar bill, and they’re always so mean about making change . . .”

“Did you spend it?” Jane interrupted, her voice horrified.

“I spent a nickel, going. What does it matter? I’ll pay you back tomorrow.”

“Did you spend the other nickel, coming home?”

Her mother looked confused, for a moment.

“Well, no, as a matter of fact I didn’t. Someone gave me a lift.”

“Do you know which one you spent, the one you had or the one you borrowed?”

“Oh, for Heaven’s sake! No, I don’t!”

“Could I have the one you didn’t spend? Now, please?”

“Jane, what is all this? Anyone would think you were a starving Little Match Girl, or something!” Then her mother relented. “Oh well, if it’ll make you happy!”

She dug in her purse.

“Here. Now go to bed.”

Jane took one quick look at the thing her mother had given her, then folded her hand tightly around it. She had guessed right. It wasn’t a nickel.

She lingered in the doorway.

“Mother.”

“What is it now?”

“Well, did you . . . did anything . . . anything sort of unusual happen tonight?”

“What do you mean? Of course not! Why?”

“Oh, nothing!”

Jane searched in her mind for an excuse. She couldn’t tell her mother the truth; she’d never believe it. It would only upset her.

“It’s just that I . . . I had this dream about you, and I got worried. I dreamed you wished for something!”

“You did? That’s strange.” Her mother looked interested suddenly. She went on, almost to herself, as though she were remembering. “As a matter of fact, I did wish something. I wished I were at home. And it was just then that . . .”

“That what?” Jane was excited.

Her mother put on her “drop the subject” expression.

“Nothing. I came home. Someone gave me a ride. A . . . a friend of Uncle Edwin’s.”

She didn’t look at Jane. It was awful to be lying like this, to her own child. But she couldn’t tell Jane the truth; she’d never believe it. It would only upset her.

“I see.” But Jane didn’t leave. She stood tracing a pattern in the hall carpet with one foot. She went on carefully, not looking at her mother.

“In my dream, when you wished you were home, I’m not sure what came next. I don’t think you were home, exactly . . .”

“Ha! I certainly wasn’t!”

“But you were somewhere!”

“Somewhere in a weed patch, halfway out Bancroft Street, most likely!”

Now Jane looked up, and straight at her.

“We’re just talking about my dream, aren’t we? It didn’t really happen?”

“Of course not.”

It was her mother who was looking away now. But now Jane knew.

Clutching the thing in her hand tighter, she ran up the stairs and into her room.

Her mother stood thinking. How strange that Jane should have guessed! No stranger, though, than everything else about this strange evening. Probably none of it had really happened at all. Probably she was ill and imagining things—coming down with flu or something. She had better get some rest. She turned out the living room lights and went upstairs.

 

Jane stood in her own room, looking at the thing in her hand. It was the size of a nickel and the shape of a nickel and the color of a nickel, but it wasn’t a nickel.

It was worn thin—probably by centuries of time, Jane told herself. And instead of a buffalo or a Liberty head, it bore strange signs. Jane held it closer to the light to study the signs.

There was a rap at the door.

“Lights out!” called her mother’s voice.

Jane put out the light.

But she knew that she held in her hand the talisman that was going to turn this summer into a time of wild adventure and delight for all of them.

She must hide it in a safe place till morning.

Feeling her way across the room in the dark, she opened the closet door. There was a shoebag on the inside of the door, one of those flowered cotton affairs with many compartments for shoes, though Jane seldom remembered to put hers away in it.

She dropped the magic thing into one of the compartments in the shoebag. No one would disturb it there.

Then she got into bed.

Her last thought was that she must wake up early in the morning, by dawn at least, and call the others.

They must hold a Conference, and decide just how they were going to use this wonderful gift that had descended upon them out of the blue.

It was going to be an Enchanted Summer!

And Jane fell asleep.


3

What Happened to Mark
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Of course it didn’t work out that way at all.

In the morning Jane was so tired from her midnight vigil that she slept right through breakfast. Their mother (who was tired, too) thought Jane needed the rest, and told Miss Bick not to call her.

Miss Bick looked disapproving as usual, but did as she was told. The children’s mother went off to work, and Katharine and Martha (under protest) washed and dried the breakfast dishes without the usual charming companionship of their elder sister. Katharine was the washer and Martha the drier.

“I’d like to know what’s going on around here,” Katharine complained, over the cereal bowls. “Lights on at all hours and Mother and Jane holding secret midnight conspiracies in the living room. I heard them! And now Mother letting Jane stay in bed half the morning—I don’t know what this house is coming to!”

“It’s that magic. It’s mysterious. I don’t like it,” Martha said.

Katharine had reached the awful pans that needed scouring now, and Martha went away and left her with them, as is the traitorous habit of all dish-driers.

She went into Jane’s room. Drawn shades and a huddled form in the bed greeted her.

“Wake up,” she said to the form, in a halfhearted way.

“Go away,” said Jane, from under a sheet and blanket.

Martha felt depressed.

Carrie the cat had followed her into the room. Carrie’s full name was Carrie Chapman Cat. Katharine had named her after a famous lady whose name she had seen in the newspaper. Carrie was a fat, not very interesting cat, kept mainly for mousing purposes, and the children ordinarily paid very little attention to her, or she to them.

But this morning everything was so gloomy and strange that Martha felt the need of comfort. She sat down on the floor, leaned her head back against the open door of Jane’s closet, took Carrie in her lap, and stroked her.

There was a silence, except for the heavy breathing of Jane.

Martha felt a wish for companionship.

“Oh dear, if you could only talk,” she said to Carrie.

“Purrxx,” said Carrie the cat. “Wah oo merglitz. Fitzahhh!”

“What?” said Martha, startled.

“Wah oo merglitz,” said Carrie. “Widl. Wifi uzz.”

“Oh!” said Martha. “Oh!”

She got up, dropping Carrie rather heavily to the floor, and backed away, white with horror.

“Foo!” said Carrie resentfully. “Idgwit! At urt!”

Mark appeared in the doorway.

“Are my roller skates in here?” he demanded. “Jane borrowed them last week when her strap broke.”

Martha ran to him and clutched him.

“It’s that magic! I’ve got it now!” she cried. “I wished Carrie could talk, and now listen to her!”

Carrie chose this moment to put on an offended silence.

“Bushwah,” Mark said gruffly. He had found his roller skates in Jane’s shoebag and was putting them on. “That old cat. She always was crazy, anyway!”

“Azy ooselfitz!” said Carrie suddenly.

Mark looked surprised. Then he shook his head in disbelief.

“That’s not talking,” he said. “Probably just having a fit or something.”

“But I wished she could talk, and then it began. Like Jane yesterday!”

“Just a coincidence,” said Mark. “Yesterday, too. I don’t believe in that old magic. Just Jane being smart. Just a lot of crazy girls.”

He banged away through the house and out the front door, on his skates. Miss Bick could be heard, following in his wake and lamenting the fate of the floor polish.

Martha gave up. There was no sense in appealing to Mark in this mood. Sometimes he got tired of being the only boy in a family of girls, and when that happened there was no comfort in him. But she refused to be left here alone with the sleeping Jane and the gibbering Carrie.

Or could Mark have been right? Was it just a coincidence? She looked at Carrie doubtfully.

“Did you say something?” she inquired politely.

“Idlwidl baxbix!” said Carrie. “Wah. Oom. Powitzer grompaw.”

Martha fled the room, calling for Katharine.

Katharine met her in the hall.

“Don’t talk to me!” she said. “Pan-shirker!”

“Oh, Kathie, don’t be cross!” Martha entreated. “Something terrible’s happened! I’ve got it now, only it comes all wrong!”

And she told Katharine of the behavior of Carrie.

The two sisters, clutched in each other’s arms, cautiously approached the door of Jane’s room and looked in.

Carrie was still there, pacing the floor, lashing her tail and muttering a horrid monologue.

“Idlwidl bixbax,” she was saying. “Grompaw. Fooz! Idjwitz! Oo fitzwanna talkwitz inna fitzplace annahoo?”

She seemed to be trying desperately to express herself. It was agony to watch and still worse to hear.

“This can’t go on,” said Katharine.

She strode courageously into the room, making a wide circle around the still muttering Carrie, approached the huddled figure in the bed, and shook it.

“Fitzachoo!” said Jane.

“Now she’s doing it!” Martha wailed, from the doorway.

Katharine looked shaken.

“I think it’s just sleep-talk,” she said. “The time has come for desperate measures.”

“Let me,” said Martha, glad to get away from the doorway even for a second.

She ran to the bathroom and fetched a wet sponge. Avoiding the sputtering Carrie, she ran back to the bed and trickled the sponge upon Jane.

Jane sat up in bed and struck her sister full in the face.

In the tears and apologies and mopping-up that followed, Jane awoke sufficiently to be engaged in sensible conversation and to notice the gurglings and spittings of Carrie.

“What did somebody do—wish she could talk?” she asked.

“Yes, I did. How did you know?” Martha stared in amazement.

“How did you happen to find the charm? Who told you you could go through my things?”

“I didn’t! I don’t know what you mean!”

“Wait a minute. Where were you standing when you wished it?”

“I wasn’t. I was sitting down.” And Martha showed her where.

“You must have leaned back and touched it.”

“Touched what?” said Martha.

“What charm?” said Katharine.

“The charm in the shoebag,” said Jane. “Wait till I tell you.”

She told them.

“I don’t see how you’re so sure,” said Martha, when she had finished. “About Mother last night, I mean.”

“She just as good as said so,” said Jane, “and I ‘Sherlock Holmsed’ the rest. Don’t you see? She wished she were home and ended up halfway home! I wished there’d be a fire and got a little fire! A child’s-size fire! Martha wished Carrie could talk and she can half talk!”

“Wah. Oom. Fitzbattleaxe,” remarked Carrie.

“Exactly,” said Jane. “It’s that nickel I found, only it isn’t a nickel! It’s a magic charm and it does things by halves! So far we’ve each got half of what we wished for—all we have to do from now on is ask it for twice as much as we really want! You see?”

“I haven’t had fractions yet,” said Martha.

Jane explained further. Martha became weary of the explanation.

“What would twice as much as never having to learn fractions be?” she wanted to know, at last.

“Don’t be silly—you don’t want to ask it things like that!” Katharine cried in scorn.

“Nobody’s going to ask for anything till we talk it over and decide,” Jane announced firmly. “We don’t want to waste any more wishes—we can’t tell how soon we might wear it out! We’ll make plans, and then take turns. My turn yesterday doesn’t count, ’cause I didn’t know. I get to go first, ’cause I’m the oldest.”

“What would twice as much as not being the youngest anymore be?” was the bitter question of Martha, who was tired of always coming last.

But the others paid her no heed.

“I mean to ask for all kinds of really wonderful, exciting, important things!” Katharine was saying. “Only I’m not sure just what yet.”

“Idjwitz! Selfitz! Fitzmefitz!” said Carrie, suddenly.

They looked at her in remorse. Now that they knew the reason for them, her outcries weren’t so alarming anymore—they’d even almost forgotten about her. But, in spite of the fact that she seemed to be learning to express herself a little more clearly, she was plainly so enraged by her half-talking state that something had to be done.

“Poor Carrie, I’ll fix you up first of all,” Jane promised. “The charm’s right in here.”

She put her hand into the shoebag. But it wasn’t.

She put her hand into another compartment. The charm wasn’t there, either!

She began wildly searching through all the different sections, taking out pairs of shoes and shaking them. The magic thing wasn’t in any of them. Jane began to get in one of her rages.

“Really, what a house!” she cried. “Nothing ever stays where you put it! Has Miss Bick been cleaning my room again?”

“No, she said it needed it but it was beyond her!”

“Mark!” was the next thought of Jane. “I wondered where he was! Has anyone seen him?”

“I did,” reported Martha. “He came in here and got his roller skates, just a few minutes ago.”

“Roller skates!” Jane’s voice was a wail. “They were in the shoebag! He must have found the charm and taken it! A person might as well be living in a den of thieves around here!”

“I don’t think he did,” Martha said. “He said the whole thing was just a coincidence.”

“He probably never noticed the magic charm at all,” Katharine pointed out reasonably. “He probably just put the skates on with it in one of them, where you probably put it in the dark last night, without realizing. It probably got stuck down there in the tightening part. It’s probably still there, only he probably doesn’t know. He’ll probably make a wish pretty soon, and then suddenly . . .”

“Stop!” Jane could bear no more. “We’ve got to find him! Before he wishes for some awful thing and gets half of it! Where do you suppose he could haven gone?”

Jane was rushing into her clothes now.

“Wah! Mefitz! Mefitz!” said Carrie, crossly.

“All right. We’ll take you along.” Martha, who was beginning to understand Carrie’s half-language, hoisted her up under one arm.

They met Miss Bick in the hall.

“Where are you taking that cat?” she wanted to know.

“Idjwit! Foo! Fitzouta thewayfitz!” said Carrie savagely.

Miss Bick backed away, turning pale.

“That cat is ill!” she cried.

“I know. We’re taking her to the vet’s,” Katharine called back over her shoulder.

Like everything else lately, the lie was only half an untruth. They were taking Carrie to be cured, if the charm could cure her.

The children emerged from the house, and stood looking around. Fortunately they lived on a corner lot, and could look down streets running in all four directions.

But no welcome sound of whirring skate wheels, no welcome sight of an eleven-year-old boy rewarded them. Finally they started hurrying south on Maplewood Avenue, not because south looked any more promising than east or north or west, but because they had to start somewhere. Martha tried to muffle the sounds Carrie kept making by holding her close to her, but the few passers-by they met kept turning to stare after them.

“Wah! Oom! Fitzpatrix!” Carrie screamed at the passers-by. She almost seemed to be enjoying herself.

“Hush. Hush,” Martha told her. She was having hard work running fast enough to keep up with her sisters. “It won’t be long now. At least, oh, I hope it won’t!”

 

Meanwhile Mark had been skating around the neighborhood for some time. It was a dark, gloomy day and he wished the sun would come out. A minute later it did sort of half peep through the clouds.

Now that he was older, roller skating didn’t seem quite the thing of whirlwind speed that it used to be, back in the days when it was new to him. He wished the skates would go faster. Pretty soon it seemed as though they did, a little.

But just skating around by himself wasn’t very much fun. He wished all the guys were back from their vacations. He wished that when he came to the vacant lot up ahead, he’d see them there, playing baseball as usual.

And for a second, as he whizzed past the vacant lot, he did seem to sort of half-see a ghostly game in progress.

He rounded the corner and came down his own block on Maplewood. As he passed Mrs. Hudson’s house he wished, as he’d often wished before, that just for once the iron dog in the yard would be alive, instead of only iron.

Then he looked back. For a minute he thought he heard a faint muffled bark, and it seemed as though the iron tail had tried to wag. Mark guessed he must have a pretty vivid imagination, all right, the way Miss Amrhein, his last year’s teacher, had always said.

Thinking of Miss Amrhein reminded him of school. Maybe somebody’d be hanging around the playground, somebody else who hadn’t gone away for vacation. He turned at the corner, and skated down Monroe Street toward the school building.

 

It was just after Mark turned the corner that Jane and Katharine and Martha came out of the house and started hurrying down the street.

As they passed Mrs. Hudson’s yard, Carrie the cat struggled out of Martha’s arms and ran up to the iron dog.

“Yah!” she cried, hissing and spitting at him. “Fitzbully! Fitzmutt! Curfitz!”

A strangled growl came from within the iron dog, and he strained forward, trembling, as though trying to lunge at Carrie.

Jane gave a cry of triumph.

“Look!” she cried. “It’s half-alive! Mark must have been here! He must have wished! Hurry up—we’re on the right track!”

Martha dragged Carrie away from the iron dog and rushed on after the others. At the corner they hesitated, then turned and ran down Monroe Street, toward the school.

 

Mark stood looking around the playground. It was deserted, as he might have known it would be. Disappointed, he hauled himself up on the trapeze bar, hung by his knees, and swung head downward. He almost—but not quite—wished it were time for school to begin again; so all the kids would be back. A person might as well be on a desert island as in this empty town!

The thought of desert islands reminded him that he hadn’t reread Robinson Crusoe yet this year. He was still thinking about Robinson Crusoe when his sisters came running into the playground.

“Thank goodness we found you in time to warn you!” Jane cried. “What have you been doing?”

Mark, still hanging head downwards, looked up at her.

“I was just wishing we were all on a desert island,” he said.

 

Next moment the trapeze seemed to give way and he fell heavily to the ground. But instead of landing on the scratchy gravel of the playground, he fell on hot sand.

He rolled over and looked around him. His sisters sat nearby, looking only a trifle less surprised than he felt. Above, a flaming-hot sun blazed in a cloudless sky. Otherwise there didn’t seem to be anything anywhere but sand.

“What happened? Where are we?” he cried dazedly.

Jane sighed grimly.

“You just got half a wish,” she told him. “Desert, yes. Island, no.”

Mark looked around again. It was all too true. Desert there certainly was, but no welcome sight of distant waves graced the horizon—only more sand, mile on monotonous mile of it.

“It’s all right,” Jane went on, a bit wearily. “I just do wish everybody wouldn’t keep wasting wishes, though! Take off your skates and I’ll get us home again.”

To make Mark understand even a part of the situation was the work of several moments. They told him about the half-fire, about Mother, about Carrie. At last he began to believe.

He took off one of the skates and shook it. Nothing happened. He took off the other skate and shook it.

Something metal shot through the air in a bright arc, glittering in the pitiless light of the desert sun, then fell into the sand.

Each of the children would have sworn that he knew just where the magic thing had fallen, and four pairs of hands set to work with a will, burrowing in the sandy hotness. One pair of paws set to work also, Carrie the cat having decided to be helpful for once. There was a good bit of getting in each other’s way and arguing.

Five minutes later the magic charm had still not been found. The sand was beginning to feel hotter. Fingers were getting sorer and tempers shorter.

“Don’t crawl where I’m digging,” said Katharine to Martha.

“Don’t dig where I’m crawling,” said Martha to Katharine.

“The way that charm keeps not staying put,” said Jane, “you’d think it wanted everything to work out wrong!”

Ten more minutes passed.

“I for one,” said Martha, sitting back exhausted, “will never play in a sandbox again.”

“All the perfumes of Arabia would not sweeten this old sand,” agreed the poetical Katharine, also sitting back.

“But we have to find it!” Jane cried, still digging desperately. “Otherwise we’ll never get home! We’ll die of thirst and some Arab will find our bleached bones months later and never know who we were!”

“I’m thirsty now,” said Martha. “I’m hungry, too,” she added.

“How do we know this really is Arabia?” asked Mark. “Maybe it’s just Death Valley.”

“Either way,” said Jane, “is small comfort. Keep digging. Though it is like looking for a camel in a needle’s eye,” she admitted.

It was then that the caravan appeared.

It was a rather shopworn-looking caravan, only three mangy camels with one ragged Arab driving them, and some very meager, empty-looking packs on the camels’ backs, but it served to make plain to the four children that they were, in fact, in that fabled wasteland they had read of so much in fact and fiction.

“Lost in the Sahara!” cried Katharine dramatically.

Mark was more practical.

“Caravan ahoy!” he shouted. “S O S! Help! Lend a hand!”

The three mangy camels and the ragged Arab altered their course and came toward them.

As they drew nearer, the four children began to wish they wouldn’t. The ragged Arab’s expression was crafty, and definitely unattractive. As he came to a stop before them he smiled, which made him look more unpleasant than ever.

“Bismillah!” he said.

“How!” said Martha.

“What do you think he is, an Indian?” hissed Mark, under his breath. He addressed the Arab. “Allee samee show humble servant nearest oasis chop-chop?”

“He won’t understand that either—that’s Chinese!” said Jane.

But the Arab seemed to comprehend.

“Western children follow Achmed,” he said.

Jane refused to go.

“We can’t leave the charm!” she cried. “It’s our only chance to get home!”

“We might get to a place where there’s Western Union. We could cable Mother collect. She might send for us,” said Katharine doubtfully.

“It would cost untold millions and take ages!” cried Jane. “I won’t budge from this spot! We’ll find the magic thing if we keep looking!”
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But the Arab, Achmed, seized her by the arm and propelled her, none too gently, toward the nearest camel.

“Do what he says,” Mark whispered to Jane. “We have to get some water, anyway. We can always find this spot again if we leave the roller skates to mark it.”

He didn’t add that his fear was that the wind might bury the skates in sand before they could return. He didn’t mention some other fears that were bothering him, either.

Jane allowed the Arab to help her up onto the nearest camel. Mark helped Katharine climb onto the second one, and the Arab lifted Martha onto the third. With Mark and the Arab on foot, they started away over the desert.

After a bit, Jane began to enjoy the new sensation of riding camel-back, and forgot the charm for the moment. Katharine too seemed almost happy, but the up-and-down motion made Martha seasick and she begged to be taken down.

Mark helped her off the camel and she walked along with him. But her short legs soon tired, and her feet grew sore from the hot sand burning through the thin soles of her shoes. Mark had to half-carry her and the going was slow. They lagged a bit behind the others.

What worried Mark was that he didn’t trust Achmed the Arab. Achmed had been all too eager to take the children with him, and Mark didn’t like his smile.

Presently Mark’s fears were confirmed. Carrie the cat seemed to be making friends with the third camel, the one Martha had been riding. She frisked along by the camel’s side. The camel leaned his head down to hers. It almost looked as though they were conversing together, the way animals undoubtedly do.

A moment later Carrie ran back to Mark and Martha. Her fur was standing on end with anger and excitement.

“Foo! Idjwitz!” she hissed at Mark. “Fitzachmed fitzwicked! Fitzkidnap! Ransomowitz!”

“I was afraid of that,” said Mark. “Who told you?”

“Fitzcamel!”

Martha began to cry.

“Don’t worry,” Mark told her. “We’ll escape somehow.”

But he wished he knew how. Fortunately just then the oasis came into sight, which distracted Martha’s attention.

It wasn’t a very big oasis—no Western Union—but there were two or three date palms and a spring of water. Everyone stopped for a welcome drink. The dates were delicious. Martha took off her shoes to cool her feet with water from the spring. There was a good deal of sand in her shoes, and as she shook it out it was Mark who first saw the round, shining, silvery thing that fell out with it.

Though he’d never had a real look at it before, he didn’t need to be told what it was. His hand shot out and he caught the charm in mid-air before it could be lost again.

Katharine had seen it a second after Mark.

“I told you not to crawl where I was digging!” she told Martha.

Jane had seen it a second after Katharine.

“It’s the charm!” she cried. “Wish us home! Here, let me!”

But the Arab, Achmed, was standing nearby, and had seen the shining thing, too. He strode forward, seized Mark by the wrist, and brought the silver charm close to his eyes, close enough to see the mystic marks on it.

The expression of his face changed. No longer did he look like a kidnapper who was planning and plotting wickedness. He looked like a righteous man who has caught a thief in his house, or even worse, in the temple of his gods. His voice was stern.

“Western child steal sacred charm,” he cried. “Sacred charm lost many years. Give back!”

His hand closed on the charm but Mark’s hand had closed on it first. Mark said the only thing that came into his mind.

“I wish you were half a mile away!”

And immediately, of course, Achmed the Arab was half of half a mile, or a quarter of a mile, away. The children could just see him, like a tiny dot far off on the desert sands. But the dot was coming nearer, as Achmed ran toward them again.

“Quick! Let me—I’ll get us home! You don’t know how!” Jane cried to Mark, but Mark waved her away. He was thinking.

“After all, maybe the charm did belong to his race,” he said.

“It belongs to us now!” said Jane.

“Losers weepers finders keepers!” said Katharine.

“But maybe it was stolen. From a temple or somewhere,” said Mark, slowly. “You know how people used to be unjust to natives in the olden days. It doesn’t seem fair.”

The others had to agree that it didn’t. All except Carrie, who was seldom troubled by noble motives.

“Fitzachmed fitzwicked!” she reminded Mark.

“After all, he was going to kidnap us!” agreed Martha.

“He was?” cried Jane and Katharine, in surprise and excitement.

“Yes, he was, but let’s not go into that now,” said Mark. “I’ll tell you later. After all, maybe he wouldn’t have if he weren’t poor and downtrodden. And we’re supposed to be kind to our enemies, aren’t we?”

Achmed the Arab was coming nearer now. Mark waited till he was close enough for them to see his face. Then he spoke aloud a wish he had thought out very carefully.

“I wish that Achmed the Arab may have twice as much as he deserves of whatever it is that he would wish for with this charm!” Mark said.

And of course the charm, to which arithmetic was as nothing, cut the wish neatly in half and in that moment the Arab Achmed received as much as he deserved of happiness.

Suddenly there were five camels in the caravan instead of three. The camels were young and healthy instead of old and mangy. The harnesses were new and trim instead of old and worn through. The meager, empty-looking packs bulged with rich stuffs for trading.

A plump Arab lady appeared suddenly at Achmed’s side, leading six plump Arab children by the hand. She smiled coyly at Achmed.

Achmed stopped short and looked at the caravan, at the lady, at the Arab children. He gave a great cry of happiness. On his face a look of peace replaced the old crafty shiftiness. He turned toward the East and fell on his face on the sand. His voice lifted in what sounded like a prayer of thanksgiving.

And it was then that Mark, still waving away the proffered help of Jane, spoke aloud the second wish he had carefully thought out.

“I wish that the four of us, and Carrie the cat, may travel in the direction of home, only twice as far.”

Next thing they knew, they were all sitting on their own front steps.

The first thing they did was walk down the street to Mrs. Hudson’s house. The iron dog still trembled in half-life on the lawn.

At that moment Mrs. Hudson came out of the house, her market basket on her arm. She took one look at the shaking dog.

“Earthquake! Earthquake!” she cried, and ran back inside the house.

Mark, who was getting quite good at it, made a third wish.

“I wish that this dog,” he said, “may be twice as alive or twice as un-alive as it wishes to be.”

Immediately the dog stopped trembling and stood still and cold as iron (which it was again).

“Wouldn’t you think it’d rather have been real?” said Katharine in wonder.

“I guess iron things are happier being iron,” said Mark, who had learned a lot in one day.

The four children now turned to the case of Carrie the cat.

“Wouldn’t you like to go on talking, only plainer?” asked Martha, who had grown to enjoy her conversations with her pet.

“Notonna fitztintype,” said Carrie. “Fitzsilence fitzgolden!”

The others then decided that Mark had had enough wishes for one day and they would take on this problem.

“I wish that Carrie the cat couldn’t talk any of the time!” said Martha, not stopping to think it out.

“Well, you certainly messed that up,” said Carrie the cat. “Now of course I can’t talk half the time but the rest of the time I can talk perfectly plainly, not that I want to, of course, but here I go, talk, talk, talk, and here I will go for the next thirty seconds, and then thirty seconds of silence I suppose, and then talk, talk, talk again, just as though I had anything to say, which I don’t, being always one for quiet meditation myself; still, duty calls; so speak the words trippingly on the tongue, only three more seconds to go now, the rest is silence, Shakespeare!”

She broke off suddenly, but only for thirty seconds. Then she began again. The children held their ears till the next silent period. Then Katharine made a hurried suggestion.

“The thing is, we want her to just mew, the way she used to,” she said. “The thing is to think of a word that has ‘mew’ for half of it.”

“I know!” said Jane. And she made a wish. “I wish that Carrie the cat may in future say nothing but the word ‘music.’”

“Sick!” said Carrie the cat. “Sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick sick.”

She looked sick.

“Better let me,” said Mark. “I’ve had practice.” He took the charm in his hand. “I wish that Carrie the cat may be exactly twice as silent as she wishes to be.”

“Mew,” said Carrie the cat. “Purr.”

And without so much as a look of gratitude at Mark for restoring her to normalcy, she hurried off after a passing robin.

Tired but happy, the children trooped homeward. It had been a long, full day, but everything had worked out beautifully in the end.

Miss Bick met them with reproaches for
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