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PROLOGUE

The Strange Little Man





 

 


Here in Coven Tree we’re no strangers to magic. I’m not talking about the rabbit-from-a-hat or coin-up-the-sleeve variety, either. I mean real magic.

Witches have abounded in this part of New England since colonial days, when Cotton Mather held his witch trials in Salem to be rid of them. The very name of our village comes from the huge, twisted tree down at the crossroads where groups of witches—covens, they’re called—used to meet. Imps and fiends and all the rest of Satan’s spawn have appeared here from time to time, taking their pleasure from plaguing and frightening us poor mortals. Some folks even tell of seeing the Devil himself, walking about and looking for souls to claim when the mists hang low on the mountains.


Usually, though, these creatures of darkness can be recognized at once. Their appearance. The sounds that issue from them. Their manner of movement. The dismal swamps where they abide. All these bespeak their evil nature.

That’s what was so odd about Thaddeus Blinn. There wasn’t anything spooky or scary about him—at least nothing you could put your finger on. He seemed like just a funny little man who came to Coven Tree from out of nowhere with a strange tale about being able to give people exactly what they asked for. It wasn’t until after the wishing started that…

But I’d best tell the story from front to back, the way it ought to be told. Polly and Rowena and Adam were each a part of what went on, to be sure. But it’s myself who knows the whole thing.

Stew Meat’s my name. I was christened Stewart Meade, but the nickname was hung on me as a boy, and it stuck. I own the Coven Tree General Store. The people for miles around shop here, and sooner or later everything they have to tell reaches my ears. So who better to relate the entire tale of Thaddeus Blinn and the awful trouble he brought to our peaceful little village?


The Coven Tree Church Social is always held the third Saturday in June on the church’s big side lawn. It’s like a party with everybody in town invited. Close to the church itself are booths run by the local people: Martha Peabody sells boxes of molasses cookies…LuElla Quinn raffles off the quilt she spent the whole winter stitching together…the Reverend Terwilliger sets up a scale and tries to guess people’s weight. That kind of thing.

But away off at the far end of the lawn, down by the clump of birch trees, is a space where “outsiders” can set up booths—if they pay the church ten dollars for the privilege. Sometimes there’s a woman selling hats with your name sewn onto the brim, or a couple who run a penny toss with balloons for prizes. And once there was a man who heated bits of glass and shaped them into animals you could buy for a dollar or two.

The story of The Wish Giver begins on one such Saturday, with me wandering about, sampling a piece of cake here, and admiring some homemade jewelry there, and taking a general delight in seeing all the villagers decked out in their best clothes.

At first the ragged, mildew-spotted tent down under the birch trees seemed like nothing more than a mound of earth with canvas thrown over it. I must have walked by it two or three times before even noticing the little sign hanging out in front:

 

THADDEUS BLINN
I CAN GIVE YOU
WHAT EVER
YOU ASK FOR
ONLY 50 ¢

 

Impossible, I thought. Suppose I asked Thaddeus Blinn to cure my knee that got sore whenever the weather changed, or I wanted the hair to grow back on my bald spot. Fiddlesticks! I started to walk away.

“There are no limits, you know. Anything you could possibly imagine can be yours.”

I turned about. The man who’d drawn back the tent flaps was short and fat, like a big ball on two legs. He wore a white suit, and his vest was red, with a thick gold watch chain stretched across his belly. The huge mustache under his bulb of a nose bristled fiercely as his mouth curved into a toothy smile. He put me in mind of Santa Claus, shaved and dressed for warm weather.

“Blinn’s the name, sir,” he said with a tip of his derby. “Thaddeus Blinn, at your service.”

Something happened then that might have been just my imagining or a trick of the light. Thaddeus Blinn’s eyes glowed for a brief moment, like those of a cat when lantern light reaches the dark corner where it’s sitting. Even after the glow died, Blinn’s eyes didn’t appear quite human. The pupils weren’t round, but long and narrow like the eyes of a snake.

“If you don’t come inside now, you’ll not sleep tonight from wondering about me, Stew Meat,” Blinn went on.

I forgot all about his eyes when I heard that. “How in tarnation did you know my name?” I asked him.

“Your curiosity will soon be satisfied,” said Blinn, pointing into the tent.

It was cool and shady inside, with the air full of the musty smell of old canvas. A bench ran across the rear of the tent, and three people were sitting on it.

Eleven-year-old Polly Kemp was at one end. Polly lives with her widowed mother out where the footbridge crosses Spider Crick. If Polly’d lived closer to town where she ran into folks more often, there’s a real possibility that somebody in a fit of anger would have done her real bodily harm. Or at least put a muzzle on her.

Not that Polly was downright mean. She just said whatever popped into her head without a thought about whether the words she said hurt others. Honesty, Polly called it. But when honesty causes nothing but anger and hurt feelings, maybe there ought to be a limit. Polly, though, didn’t know what that limit was.

Next to Polly was Rowena Jervis. A giddy fifteen, Rowena was in love with love itself. She had her eye on Henry Piper, the young farm-machinery salesman who came to town twice a year. He’d make eyes at Rowena, and she’d go all soft inside and sigh deeply and write “Mrs. Henry Piper” in the dust on my store window. If Rowena had a wish granted by Thaddeus Blinn, then Henry Piper would be in it somewhere.

A little apart from the two girls was sixteen-year-old Adam Fiske. His pa’s farm was the driest in the county, and when there were spells of no rain, Adam spent a lot of his time toting water all the way from Spider Crick in his wagon with the tubs in back. Just now, after three weeks without rain, Adam would probably have given everything he possessed for a single glass of water that he didn’t have to haul all the way from that durned crick.

I took a seat between Rowena and Adam. We all looked up at Blinn. The little man stood at the entrance of the tent, and he seemed to be hoping more customers would come along.

“I’ve been here nearly half an hour,” said Adam finally. “Can we get on with it, Mr. Blinn?”

“I should think so,” Polly added. “I ain’t planning on sitting in this smelly tent all day.”

Thaddeus Blinn let the tent flaps fall and turned toward us. The expression on his face showed he wasn’t too happy about having so few of us there. “Alas!” he said with a sigh. “So many people just cannot make themselves believe.”

“I’m not really sure I believe you myself,” said Rowena. “I read the sign and just came in because I was curious. What is it you’re selling, Mr. Blinn?”

“I’m selling wishes, child.” Blinn spread his hands as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. “Anything you want—anything you could possibly imagine—can be yours!”

All of us on the bench looked at one another, and Polly kind of giggled. I wondered if Mr. Blinn was crazy in the head.

“I would love to get a wish,” Rowena said. “But it all sounds so…so incredible.”

“I deal in the incredible,” Blinn replied with a vast grin. “But before I go further, I must have my fee. Fifty cents from each of you, if you please.”

“And just what are we buying here?” I asked.

“You’ll see, Stew Meat,” Blinn answered. “It’ll be well worth your money, I promise you that.”

With some reluctance, we all dug down into pockets and purses. Blinn moved his hand along like a church collection plate, and when he’d finished, it was full of coins. He thrust the coins deep into his pocket. When his hand came out of the pocket again, it held four little white cards. Each card had a red spot on it. Blinn gave one of the cards to each of us.

“It doesn’t seem like I’m getting much for my fifty cents,” I said to Adam. He chuckled along with me.
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“With that card, Stew Meat, you have all the incredible forces of the universe at your command!” Blinn said the words like he was announcing the end of the world.

“Horsefeathers!” cried Polly. “My ma worked awful hard so I’d have fifty cents for the Church Social. Now you’ve got it, and all I have is this worthless card.”

“Worthless?” exclaimed Blinn. “How dare you say that, girl!”

“I’ve got a mind to fetch the sheriff and have you jailed,” Polly went on. “What use do I have for a dumb card with a spot on it?”

“Come now, Mr. Blinn,” said Adam. “You can’t expect us to believe…”

“I do expect you to believe,” said Blinn. “You see, I am—for lack of a better term—a giver of wishes. To be more accurate, I am The Wish Giver, as to my knowledge there is no other.”

“And these cards are supposed to make our wishes come true?” asked Rowena. “That’s mighty hard to swallow.”

“The card will bring you anything your heart could desire,” said Blinn peevishly. The fact that none of us believed or trusted him seemed to drive the little man frantic. “Anything. Wealth…beauty…fame. Just wish, and it will be yours. But each card can grant only a single wish, so think carefully before making it.”

“I’ll tell you what I’m thinking,” Polly piped up. “I think we’ve been cheated. If you can grant all kinds of wishes, how come you’re selling these cards for fifty cents? All you’d have to do is wish for—”

“I have no need for money,” Blinn replied, “except as a sign of the good faith of my customers. What I crave is respect…appreciation…recognition. Look about you and consider. Of all the people at the Social today, only you four were curious enough…imaginative enough…yes, even courageous enough…to hear me out. Oh, the shame, that my talents should be taken so lightly.” The words tumbled out of Thaddeus Blinn’s mouth like wasps from a burning nest. He finally pulled himself together, though, and spoke a bit more slowly.

“You four shall be rewarded for your trust in me. When you’re ready, you have only to press your thumb against the red spot on the card and utter your wish aloud. The wish—one wish only, for each of you—will be granted.”

“Then I wish for…” Adam Fiske began.


“Wait, lad! Wait!” Blinn warned him. “Take your time. Give it plenty of thought.”

Polly glared at Blinn and muttered something about wanting her money back. Rowena stared doubtfully at the red spot, and Adam shook his head as he slipped the card into his pocket. For a moment Blinn stared down at us. A toothy smile drifted across his face. Then he rushed to the end of the tent and threw open the flaps.

“Now you have what you came for,” he announced in a singsong voice. “It’s time for me to be on my way. Outside, please. Everybody out.”

I guess all four of us were thinking the same thing—that Thaddeus Blinn was a fast-talking fraud who wanted to be far away from Coven Tree when we found out the wish cards didn’t work.

We shuffled out into the warm sunlight. “Take great care when you wish,” Blinn called after us. “For it will be granted exactly as you ask for it.”

“You can bet one thing, Mr. Blinn,” said Adam Fiske. “If this wishing business really works, I’ll be coming back for another card the next time you’re in town.”


“Alas!” Blinn replied. “I travel each road but once. Always I must seek out new places and new faces. Once we part, we will never meet again.”

Once more I thought I saw that glow in Blinn’s eyes, just before he snapped the tent flaps tight shut like a magician doing a disappearing act. That was the last we ever saw of the strange little man, Thaddeus Blinn.

 

Rowena and Polly and Adam and I went our separate ways after that. I returned to the store and slipped my card into the back of the cash register as a souvenir of fifty cents foolishly spent.

Once back in familiar surroundings, I couldn’t help chuckling at myself and the awe I’d felt when I first met Thaddeus Blinn. Perhaps he’d heard someone greet me on the church lawn, and that’s how he’d learned my name. His glowing eyes had been only a trick played by the bright sunshine, and their odd shape just showed I needed glasses.

By the time I’d prepared my supper, I was certain that fat, eager-to-please Thaddeus Blinn was nothing more than a crafty humbug. He earned his livelihood by selling little white cards and incredible dreams. And if the dreams didn’t come true, that sly buzzard would be long gone by the time folks found out.

But what a story ol’ Thaddeus Blinn had told us! He must have convinced those three young folks that at least a part of the things he said were true. For a while there in the tent, he’d almost had me believing it myself….








Jug-a-Rum









 

 


On the bank of Spider Crick, Polly Kemp bent down and grasped the wide cattail leaf. Leland Wickstaff and his twin sister Lenora stood on either side of her with big grins on their faces. Polly pulled the leaf back slowly.

There sat a bullfrog nearly the size of a soup plate. Its shiny green-and-black skin glistened in the setting sun, and its wide eyes stared straight ahead. Then the loose skin beneath the frog’s throat began to puff up like a ball as air was gulped into it. The huge mouth opened wide.

JUG-A-RUM!

“I knowed you’d find that critter if you looked hard enough,” crowed Leland. “You done real good, Polly!”

The frog raised its head, startled by the shout. Suddenly its powerful hind legs shot out, launching it into a long dive over the water. It landed with a loud plop and disappeared.

“Consarn you, Leland Wickstaff!” Polly howled. “I didn’t spend all this time looking for that frog just so you could scare it off! I wanted to watch it awhile and maybe see it catch a fly with its long tongue. Then you start to bellering and make it jump off, and there ain’t enough sun left to go find another one. Why, you haven’t got the sense you was born with. If brains were—”

Splat

A big gob of mud hit Polly right in the middle of her back. She spun about just in time to see Lenora scoop up another handful and hurl it at her. Polly dodged, and the mud spattered against a tree.

“You stop that, Lenora!” she cried. “I was talking to Leland, not you. It ain’t fair, each of you siding with the other whenever—”

Splat

This time it was Leland who threw the mud. It struck Polly on the ankle, and she could feel it run down into her shoe.


“Let’s play by ourselves, Lenora,” said Leland. “Just us two.”

“Good idea,” Lenora replied. “We can make like Polly just vanished.”

“Don’t you two dare pull a trick like that!”

Polly looked from one of the Wickstaff twins to the other. It was hard to tell them apart, especially now in the twilight. Both wore blue overalls and checkered shirts. Both had freckles, and hair the color of ripe wheat. The only difference was, Lenora’s hair was in braids, while Leland’s looked like somebody’d put a bowl on his head and clipped away all the hair sticking out from under it.

Lenora and Leland lived with their ma and pa in an old shanty down where the crick formed a big pond. Neither twin was any great shakes in school, but what they didn’t know about the mountains and woods and streams around Coven Tree wasn’t worth knowing. They were as shy as wild foxes most of the time. But if an argument or a fight started, you couldn’t take on just one of the twins without having to answer to both of ’em. And Lenora was just as handy with either words or fists as her brother. Usually, though, they kept apart from other people, content with one another’s company. Polly was proud and happy that she’d been able to make friends with them several months ago.

It had all started the day Polly found the crow with the broken wing. She was carrying it home when she met the twins on the path.

“Whatcha got there, Polly?” Leland asked.

“A crow that’s been hurt. I’m going to figure some way to fix its wing bone. Then I’ll split its tongue and—”

“Split its tongue?” Leland exclaimed. “What for?”

“I’ve heard tell that when you split a crow’s tongue, it’ll talk real words. I’m going to try it.”

“No bird’ll talk when you split its tongue,” scoffed Lenora. “Most likely you’ll kill it. Leland, show Polly how to set that wing bone.”

The twins helped Polly set the wing and bandaged it tight to the crow’s body before leaving for home. The following day, much to Polly’s surprise, Leland and Lenora showed up bright and early, asking about the bird. In the weeks that followed, they took Polly along on their treks through the woods, one day searching out fiddler ferns, and another locating a bee tree. Lenora even showed Polly how to catch a trout with just a few pieces of yarn tied to a hook. By the time the crow was ready to be returned to the wild, Polly and the twins were close friends.

Sometimes, however, Polly’s mouth got in the way of their friendship. But unlike the village children, the twins didn’t just walk off when Polly’s mouth got the best of her. Leland and Lenora believed in getting even.

Once Polly was yammering at Leland for pretending they’d gotten lost in a deep part of the forest. Right in the middle of her angry shouting, Lenora sneaked up and dropped a little green snake down the collar of her shirt. Another time, when a wasp stung Lenora and Polly jeered at her cries of pain, the twins picked her up and tossed her in the crick, clothes and all.

This time they’d thrown mud. Now they stood at the edge of the woods, and Leland grinned at his sister.

“Ain’t it nice, being way out here, Lenora?” he said. “Just the two of us.”

“It sure is,” Lenora replied. “No Polly Kemp around with her infernal jabbering.”


“You’re talking like I was a mile away,” said Polly angrily. “I’m standing right here talking to you.”

“Did you hear something, Lenora?” Leland asked.

“Yeah,” said his sister. “It must have been an ol’ froggy down in the swamp.”

“I ain’t no…” howled Polly. But then the tone of her voice changed. “I don’t want you to stay mad at me,” she went on softly.

“That frog’s sounding more human all the time,” said Leland.

“I…I’m sorry I talked that way. Please come back.”

Lenora turned about. “Well I’ll be…That ain’t no frog, Leland. It’s Polly Kemp. What are you doing out here, Polly?”

Polly knew the twins were teasing her, but she didn’t say a word. She didn’t want them to walk away again.

“I didn’t see either of you at the Church Social,” she began finally. “I looked everywhere for you.”

“We didn’t go,” Leland told her. “Everybody expects you to spend money there. I feel funny when I don’t have any to spend.”


“And I don’t like all the girls in their fancy dresses laughing at me ’cause all I’ve got to wear is overalls,” said Lenora.

“We’ll listen if you want to tell us about it.” Leland tried to act bored, but Polly could tell that both twins were eager to hear what went on.

“It was fair to middling,” she began. “The booths were real pretty, and there was lots of nice things for sale. But most folks acted like they usually do, either real uppity or else staring right through me like I was invisible or something. Mrs. Peabody carried on something fierce just because I said her cookies tasted like biting into a sofa pillow.”

The twins giggled. Then Lenora stuck her nose in the air and stuck out a limp-wristed hand. “I suppose,” she said, trying to act real fancy, “that Agatha Benthorn and Eunice Ingersoll were there.”

“Stop that, Lenora!” Polly snapped. “Just because I’m trying to make friends with Agatha and Eunice, you’ve got no call to make fun of me.”

“Them two ain’t nothing but frilly little skunkweeds,” said Leland. “If we show ’em something we found in the woods, or just walk up and talk to them, they get all high-and-mighty and treat us like we were nothing but a bushel of dirt.”

“Do you think they’d want to see that frog you found?” added Lenora. “I guess not. One look, and they’d go scooting off with their noses in the air and holding their lacy skirts high so’s not to get any dirt on them. You just ain’t their kind, Polly. And you should be thankful for that.”

“They never so much as give you the time of day,” said Leland. “So why you keep chasing after those stuck-up little prigs is beyond me.”

“They’re quality folks!” said Polly. “And rich, too. I plan to be just like them someday. I’ll live in the biggest house in Coven Tree and buy everything I ever wanted and—”

“I think you’ve gone fuzzy in the head,” Leland declared.

“I ain’t. You’ll see.”

“Agatha and Eunice are too dumb to enjoy the woods and the crick and the things we like,” snorted Lenora with a toss of her head. “All they like to do is sit on silk pillows and talk about the latest fashions and drink weak tea and…Yucck! Come on, Leland. Let’s go home.”

Off they went, leaving Polly standing in the red twilight.

It was dark by the time Polly got home. She entered the living room, and her mother looked up from the lapful of clothes she was sewing and mending for the Coven Tree ladies who had neither the time nor the skill.

“You’re late,” Mrs. Kemp said. “How are Leland and Lenora?”

“Consarn those two. I don’t care what they think. I don’t care what anybody thinks. I’m going to make friends with Agatha and Eunice if it kills me. Then folks will sit up and take notice of me, all right!”

 

The next day—Sunday—everybody in Coven Tree was all togged out in fine fashion for going to church. The women had on bright dresses, and the men wore suits and ties, sometimes tugging at collars that were too tight.

Agatha Benthorn looked pretty enough to gladden the heart of an angel. Her hair was curled, and she wore a new dress covered with lace. Around her waist was a wide pink ribbon, tied in back with a bow.


The service went just fine, with the Reverend Terwilliger preaching a sermon that must have had the Devil shaking in his boots. It wasn’t until afterward that the trouble started. When Agatha came outside, Polly was right behind her.

Agatha rushed down the steps to greet Eunice Ingersoll. At the same time Polly reached out and took hold of one of the loops of the pink ribbon bow. There was a loud ripping sound. Agatha stood at the bottom of the steps with the bow of her dress all ragged and torn. Polly was at the top, with a big piece of ribbon in her fist.

One look at Polly and you could see how sorry she was for what she’d done. She opened her mouth, but no words came out.

Then Agatha ran up the steps to Polly and slapped her right across the face—hard!

“Agatha, I…I…”

If Polly didn’t have any words, Agatha sure did. “You wretched thing!” she spat. “You tore my beautiful dress, you…you ragamuffin! Of all the spiteful—”

“Agatha, if you’ll just—”

“No!” Agatha leveled a finger at Polly the way she might have pointed a pistol. “You are dirt, Polly Kemp! You are dirt, and everything that’s horrid. There’s not a person in town who wants anything to do with you. So just stay away from me, do you hear? Stay away!”

Off went Agatha, leaving Polly red-eyed and almost crying. She just wanted to be friends with Agatha…and now the thing seemed spoiled beyond repair.

Polly moped about the house all day, and her mother wondered if she was coming down with some illness. Evening came and Polly trudged up to her room to do her homework. Outside, down by Spider Crick, the frogs began their shrill chirping and peeping.

Chirp-a-chirp! Chirp-a-chirp!

To Polly it sounded like: Ag-a-tha! Ag-a-tha!

And then a deep bullfrog’s croak, like the string of a bass fiddle being plucked.

JUG-A-RUM!

Suddenly Polly got up from her chair. She walked to the little table near the window. There, just as she’d left it after the Church Social, was the card with the red circle on it.

In the twilight, Polly turned the card over and over in her hands. Oh, it was foolish of course. Yet she’d paid her fifty cents. Thaddeus Blinn had told her that whatever she asked for would be hers. What was the harm in trying?

Carefully she placed her right thumb over the red circle. “I want ever so badly to be liked,” she said softly. “And not just by Leland and Lenora, either. I want people to greet me and not walk on the other side of the street whenever they set eyes on me. And especially I want Agatha Benthorn to invite me to her house for tea.

“So that’s what I’m wishing for, Mr. Wish Giver. I’m wishing that people will pay attention to me. And smile when they see me. And I wish that someday soon, Agatha will ask me to come to her house. I know I’m a fool for believing Thaddeus Blinn is anything but a fake, but…”

Suddenly Polly dropped the card. That was funny. The red spot felt warm—almost hot—against her thumb. She looked down at the floor, and a little gasp escaped from her throat.

The card had fallen under the bed, away from the light of the tiny lamp. In the darkness the spot on the card glowed like a burning coal.

Outside her window the sound of the frogs could still be heard.

Chirp-a-chirp! Chirp-a-chirp!

Ag-a-tha! Ag-a-tha!

JUG-A-RUM!
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Polly tossed and turned in her bed until late that night. She couldn’t get her mind off Agatha and the torn dress. The frogs down by Spider Crick kept up their chirping and croaking. Finally in the small hours of the morning, Polly nodded off.

She woke up just shy of eight o’clock. She was still tired, and her eyes felt like they had sand in them. Polly washed herself, combed her hair, and got dressed, feeling meaner than a snapping turtle on account of not sleeping well. She trudged downstairs and into the kitchen.

Mrs. Kemp sighed and shook her head when she saw the mood Polly was in and hoped her daughter would hold off any complaining until she got to school. But Polly took one look at her toast and eggs and started in.


“Mother, the toast is just horrid. It’s all burned and—

“JUG-A-RUM!”

How on earth could a bullfrog have gotten into the house? Mrs. Kemp wondered. Why, it sounded like it was right in the kitchen.

“JUG-A-RUM!”

Mrs. Kemp’s eyes lit on Polly. The girl was sitting bolt upright with one hand at her throat. She looked like she was about to scream, but the sound that came out was:

“JUG-A-RUM!”

Polly’s mother shook her head in exasperation. “You can stop that right now, young lady,” she said. “Making frog sounds isn’t going to get you out of school today. You’ve told me you were sick too many other times, and then—”

“JUG-A-RUM! JUG-A-RUM!”

“That’s enough, Polly!”

“JUG-A-RUM!”

“All right, be a frog if you want to. But get that breakfast into you and be off.”

Before she knew it, Polly was standing on the front steps with her coat on and her schoolbooks under her arm. Her mother slammed the door behind her.


Polly shuffled down the road to school, scared to death by the croaks that come from her mouth when she tried to speak. Once or twice she tried talking to herself, unable to believe what had happened.

“JUG-A-RUM!”

When she was about halfway to school, she heard running footsteps on the path behind her. She turned around, and there was Adam Fiske. She hoped he’d just pass on without saying anything, but as he came up beside her, he slowed to a walk.

“Good morning, Polly,” said Adam. “After today I’ve got a few days off before final tests start. What do you think of that?”

Polly didn’t like it at all. The older students were lucky. She still had to go to school every day.

“JUG-A-RUM!”

“You don’t have to get sassy with me, Polly Kemp,” Adam told her.

“JUG-A-RUM!”

Adam stopped walking and looked carefully at Polly. “Hey, you do that real good. It sounds just like a bullfrog.”

“JUG-A-RUM!”


“I’ve got better things to do than talk to somebody who only makes frog sounds,” said Adam. “’Bye, Froggy.” And he trotted off down the road.

When Polly reached the school playground, the first thing she saw was Agatha Benthorn standing near the swings whispering something into Eunice Ingersoll’s ear. Eunice pointed, and Agatha turned about. She made an ugly face at Polly and stuck out her tongue. Then she and Eunice linked arms and walked away with their heads high, leaving Polly behind, unable to say a word.

It wasn’t fair, Polly thought miserably. She hadn’t intended to say anything peevish or nasty. Instead, she wanted to tell Agatha how sorry she was about tearing the dress. But all she could do was croak, and if the two girls heard her, they’d laugh. Polly didn’t think she could stand that.

“For once you kept your mouth shut,” she heard someone say, “instead of letting it get you into trouble. Good for you, Polly.”

It was Lenora Wickstaff. Leland was with her. Polly tried to speak.

“JUG-A-RUM!”
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“You sound just like a bullfrog,” said Leland with a big grin on his face. “Where’d you learn to do that, Polly? Can you teach us?”

“JUG-A-RUM! JUG-A-RUM!”

“Leland’s talking to you, Polly,” said Lenora. “Can’t you do anything but croak at him?”

“JUG-A-RUM!”

Leland and Lenora looked at one another in astonishment. They led Polly to a quiet corner of the playground. “Say something, Polly,” Lenora ordered in a hushed voice. “Like…what’s your name?”

“JUG-A-RUM!”

“Come on, Polly,” said Leland. “Stop fooling around.”

“She’s not fooling, you dumb lummox,” Lenora told her brother. “Nobody fools with tears running down their face. Polly, what’s happened?”

“JUG-A-RUM!”

“Here, dry your eyes.” Lenora took a handkerchief from her pocket and started scrubbing at Polly’s face.

When the school doors opened, Lenora and Leland stood close beside Polly and pretended to be talking to her and listening to her. Polly got to her room just as the teacher, Miss Morasco, was about to call the roll.


“Robert Appleton?”

“Here.”

“Agatha Benthorn?”

“Here.”

Polly gazed miserably at the floor. Soon her name would be called. She’d have to answer. Already she could imagine the whole class laughing at her.

“Eunice Ingersoll?”

“Here.”

“Polly Kemp?”

Polly waved her hand about frantically. Miss Morasco just had to see she was in her seat. Maybe the teacher wouldn’t ask…

“Polly Kemp?” Miss Morasco looked up from the class list in her hand. “Polly,” she said, “the rule is clear. To be marked present, you must answer ‘Here’ when I call your name.”

Silently Polly nodded her head. A boy chuckled, and Agatha Benthorn leaned toward Eunice Ingersoll. “First time I ever saw Polly Kemp without any words to say,” Agatha told Eunice.

Polly heard the remark. She was so outraged she didn’t even think about croaking.

“Here!” said Polly loudly.


Miss Morasco nodded and went on with the roll call.

Polly couldn’t believe what had happened. Somehow she could talk again!

For the whole morning Polly didn’t say much, and what she did say was in a whisper. But the croaking seemed to have completely disappeared. Just before lunch she was able to give Miss Morasco the capitals of all the states with only two mistakes.

On the playground the boys were hogging both swings and even the seesaw. It made Polly angry. She was about to shout at them to give the girls a turn, when Leland Wickstaff grabbed her arm and led her to a corner of the school yard where Lenora was sitting.

“You look meaner than a snake with the toothache, Polly,” Leland said. “But don’t start in yelling. Maybe shouting is what made you lose your voice in the first place.”

“I’m just glad it’s over,” said Lenora. “When did the croaking start, Polly?”

“This morning,” Polly replied. “I was eating breakfast, and I was right in the middle of complaining to mother about how she’d burned the toast when—”


“If I complained to my ma about burned toast, she’d whack my backside,” Leland told her.

“You just give your voice a rest, Polly,” said Lenora. “Miss Morasco said it was real nice, the way you’ve been so polite all morning. She told me she’d never seen you like this before.”

Polly smiled. She liked hearing that Miss Morasco was pleased with her.

After lunch was arithmetic class. It was Polly’s best subject.

Agatha Benthorn was sent to the blackboard to do a multiplication problem. Her hand shook as she wrote the numbers. Everybody in Coven Tree knew Agatha didn’t know beans about arithmetic.

“Seven times seven is seventy-seven,” Agatha mumbled to herself.

Polly’s hand shot up. “Seven times seven ain…isn’t…seventy-seven,” she called out. “It’s forty-nine.”

“Quite right,” said Miss Morasco. “Someone else had better finish up, Agatha.”

Agatha slunk back to her seat. Polly leaned over and patted her shoulder comfortingly.

“Don’t feel bad,” Polly said. “Anybody could make—”


“Don’t you say a word, you…you urchin!” Agatha whispered. “Maybe you know your numbers, but you’re trash, and that’s all you’ll ever be!”

Well, that tore it! Nobody—nobody—talked to Polly that way.

“Agatha Benthorn, you are dumb!” shouted Polly, not caring who heard her. “You ain’t got the sense that—

“JUG-A-RUM!”

Everybody in the class looked around to see where the frog was.

“JUG-A-RUM! JUG-A-RUM!”

It was happening again!

“It’s Polly Kemp!” howled a skinny boy in the back row. “Polly sounds like a bullfrog!”

The other pupils were pointing their fingers at her and laughing. Polly couldn’t stand it.

“JUG-A-RUM!” she shouted.

The laughing and jeering got louder.

“Stop it at once!” At the sound of Miss Morasco’s voice, the students became as still as stones.

“Polly, are you croaking like that on purpose?” the teacher asked.

Polly shook her head. “JUG-A-RUM!”

“Come to my desk, Polly,” said Miss Morasco.


Moments later Polly was trudging along the path to her house. When she arrived, she gave her mother the note Miss Morasco had written. Mrs. Kemp read the note and then tried to ask Polly some questions, but the only answer she got was:

“JUG-A-RUM!”

Mrs. Kemp gave Polly some hot tea and then sent her to bed, promising to call the doctor if she wasn’t better in the morning.

Lying there with the thick quilt wrapped around her, Polly tried to figure out what was happening to her. She thought about it for nearly an hour without any success at all. “I…I don’t want to sound like a bullfrog all the time,” she whimpered.

She sat up and stared at her reflection in the mirror on the far wall. She’d talked—she’d said real words!

“Mother!” she called. “Mother, the bullfrog sound is gone. I can talk again!”

Mrs. Kemp came a-running. “It must have been my tea,” she said. “Strong tea is good for whatever ails a body.”

For the rest of the day Polly talked a blue streak, the words just tumbling from her mouth. After school the Wickstaff twins came by to see how she was feeling.

“The croaking went away,” she told them. “I’m cured.”

“Yeah,” said Lenora doubtfully. “Maybe.”

“No maybe about it,” Polly answered. “Listen to me talk.”

“Polly, you were croaking when you came to school,” said Lenora. “Then you could talk again. Then it was back to the croaking.”

“But now it’s all gone,” said Polly. “I’m all better.”

“The croaking happened twice,” said Leland. “Who’s to say it won’t start up again, just when you least expect it?”

Leland was right! The croaking might begin again!

“Ohhhhh!” Polly groaned.

“And there’s another problem,” said Leland. “You’d best tell it Lenora. You’re the one who heard it.”

“What problem?” asked Polly.

“Well,” Lenora began, “I overheard Agatha and Eunice talking together after school. They’re up to something, Polly—something to do with you. They were saying how they were going to do something to get even with you for tearing Agatha’s dress and for what you said to her in school.”

That was the end of Polly’s happy feeling. The croaking might come back at any time. And on top of that, Agatha and Eunice were plotting against her.

That night in bed, Polly lay sobbing into her pillow. Suddenly she shifted her head, listening.

She’d often heard the sound before. But then it had come from off in the direction of Spider Crick. Now, however, it was right outside her window.

Chirp-a-chirp! Chirp-a-chirp!

JUG-A-RUM!

Frogs! Thousands of them. And from the sound, they were just outside in the yard, each one talking to her in its own way.

Chirp-a-chirp! Chirp-a-chirp!

JUG-A-RUM!

All that long night Polly tossed and turned and dreamed of big, slimy bullfrogs climbing in through her window and snuggling their wet bodies next to hers under the blankets.












 




Polly woke at first light. The frogs had gone back to their swamp, and the only light in the room was the faint glow of dawn showing through the window.

She sat up in bed, clutching the quilt about her neck. For the first time she could remember, Polly was deep-down scared. Twice yesterday, the only sound she had been able to make was a bullfrog’s deep jug-a-rum. Even now she was afraid to open her mouth for fear that the frog sound would come out.

What made it happen? It wasn’t any disease she’d ever heard of. And she didn’t think she was going crazy.

“What a terrible thing,” she said softly. Then she breathed a sigh of relief. At least for now, she had the power of speech.


But she couldn’t go on like this for the rest of her life, making jug-a-rum sounds every now and then and who-knew-when. There had to be some reason for it. And if she could think of the reason, she might be able to do something about it.

So Polly made it a point to say “hello” to everyone she met on the way to school that morning. That startled folks, because it wasn’t like Polly Kemp to be so pleasant. They didn’t know it was just her way of reassuring herself that she could still talk.

Leland and Lenora were waiting for her on the playground. “Looks like your croaking ain’t the only strange thing going on in Coven Tree,” said Leland.

“We came crosslots, behind Rowena Jervis’s house,” Lenora added. “Rowena was up early.”

“Let me tell it,” interrupted Leland. “Y’see, Polly, Rowena was standing in the middle of that little grove of trees out in back of her house. She seemed to be talking to somebody. But as far as we could see, there wasn’t anybody with her. Just a bunch of trees. Can you imagine anybody standing and talking to a tree?”

It did sound odd to Polly. When they’d sat together in the tent at the Church Social, Rowena had seemed perfectly all right. What could have started her to jabbering away to trees?

Odd…strange…

More pupils arrived. They began crowding around Polly, hoping she’d make frog sounds again. But as soon as they heard her speaking normally, they lost interest and went to play on the swings and slides. The morning lessons went by quickly, with Miss Morasco calling on Polly three times and Polly knowing each of the answers.

Then came noon recess. All the boys and girls went out on the playground after lunch, and Polly wanted to swing. But when she got there, both swings were taken, with Charlie Peabody on one and Alfred Dawes on the other. So Polly sat to one side to wait her turn.

But Charlie and Alfred stayed on those swings. And stayed and stayed. Every once in a while they’d glance over to where Polly was sitting, and they’d kind of laugh behind their hands. They knew they were getting her riled.

Charlie called to her. “Bet you’d like to swing, wouldn’t you, Polly? But you ain’t gonna do it today. Maybe not tomorrow, either. Us boys need the swings, and you’re nothing but a dumb girl.”

Polly wasn’t about to listen to that kind of talk. “Charlie Peabody!” she shouted, angry as anything. “You are a big hunk of nothing. And you too, Alfred. You two big gobs of mud ain’t got even the leftover brains that was given to boys after the girls got the good ones. And if you two dunderheads don’t—

“JUG-A-RUM!”

Polly clapped her hands over her mouth. Too late! Everybody on the playground looked over at her, and suddenly there wasn’t a sound to be heard. Miss Morasco rushed to Polly’s side.

“Are you all right?” the teacher asked.

Polly didn’t know whether to try and speak or just shake her head. Suddenly Lenora Wickstaff was standing there and talking to Miss Morasco in a whisper.

“Polly ain’t feeling quite up to snuff,” Lenora said. “But she’ll be all right if the others’ll leave her alone for a while.”

“Well, I…” Miss Morasco began doubtfully. Then she nodded. “Very well, Lenora.”

Leland walked up and led Polly to a bench in the corner of the yard. “We’ll care for her, ma’am,” he said. “Don’t worry.”


While the rest of the students were herded to the other side of the playground, the twins got Polly calmed down to a point where she’d listen to what they wanted to tell her.

“Lenora thinks she knows what’s making you start in croaking,” said Leland. “It don’t sound likely to me, but…well, you tell it, Lenora.”

“Polly,” she said, “you told me that when it happened the first time—yesterday morning at breakfast—you were complaining to your mother about some burned toast.”

Polly nodded, trying to hold back her tears.

“When you get to complaining, you can say some pretty mean things, Polly Kemp.”

Polly remembered how annoyed she’d been by the burned toast. She’d told her mother…Again she nodded, completely ashamed of herself.

“And the second time,” Lenora went on, “you’d just said to Agatha Benthorn that she was…”

Dumb…Polly clearly recalled saying the spiteful word.

“Don’t you see, Polly? Just now you were in the middle of telling Charlie and Alfred what you thought of ’em, and it happened again. It appears like every time you start giving somebody what for, some kind of power pulls you up short and makes you begin croaking instead of talking.”

“It seems that after a while, though,” Leland said, “the thing wears off, and you can speak human words again.”

Polly stared from Lenora to Leland and back again. It was impossible! Yet what other explanation could there be?

“Trouble is,” said Lenora, “there’s no telling what brought this thing on you now. You’ve been speaking your mind to people and snapping and snarling for years, but this is the first time…”

But Polly knew why it was different now. She thought back to Sunday evening when she’d made the wish on the red spot. What had she said?

I’m wishing that people will pay attention to me. And smile when they see me.

That part had come true, right enough. When Polly started jug-a-ruming in school, she’d gotten plenty of attention. More than she’d really cared for. As for the smiling, most of the pupils had been laughing right out loud.

But there was another part to her wish, too:


…That someday soon, Agatha will ask me to come to her house.

At least that part wouldn’t come true, thought Polly. Maybe it was for the best. If she got to croaking at Agatha’s house, and if Agatha and Eunice laughed at her again the way they had in school, she didn’t know what she’d do.

The thought of what had happened set Polly’s head to spinning dizzily. She couldn’t help wondering how things would be from now on. There was no possibility of unwishing what she’d asked for. Thaddeus Blinn had left Coven Tree, never to return. She’d be like this forever, forced to say only whipped-cream compliments and sweet things to people, no matter how horrid they were. Either that or begin the ridiculous croaking.

By the end of the lunch hour Polly was again able to speak. Miss Morasco looked her over carefully and even made her recite “Peter Piper Picked a Peck of Pickled Peppers” before she was allowed to go to her seat. All afternoon Polly sat mute, considering the mess she’d made of things with her wish.

Perhaps if she were to tell Agatha Benthorn how sorry she was for the wretched things she’d done and said, maybe Thaddeus Blinn would take pity on her and remove the magic spell. It was just a forlorn hope, but at least it was better than nothing.

How to go about it was the problem. Agatha certainly wouldn’t talk to Polly at school, and it would be impossible to see Agatha at home. No children ever went inside the big house on the hill except Eunice Ingersoll. The two girls would sip tea and eat little cookies and act like real ladies.

But before they could have their tea, they’d have to get the little cookies. They bought fresh ones every day. Before going home, Agatha would stop at the only place in Coven Tree where the cookies were sold—Stew Meat’s store!

At dismissal Polly dashed out of school and ran across the playground as fast as she could. She tried to get straight all the things she was going to say. But no matter how she arranged them, they never seemed to sound right.
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Polly got to the store first. She was hiding behind a display of canned goods when Agatha and Eunice walked in the front door, gossiping to one another. While the two purchased their cookies, Polly started summoning up the nerve to step out and show herself.

She’d just about got her courage up, when suddenly she began listening to what Agatha and Eunice were saying to one another.

“I don’t know what’s come over her,” said Agatha. “Croaking like that, and right in school. Imagine! Do you suppose she’s doing it on purpose?”

“I don’t think she can help it,” replied Eunice with a little giggle. “Polly wouldn’t want folks laughing at her the way they do when she makes that sound.”

“Serves the little wretch right! After what she did to my dress and all.”

Then a big grin spread across Agatha’s face. “I can hardly wait until Thursday.”

“Do you suppose she’ll accept your invitation?” asked Eunice.

“Of course she will. She’s been simply dying to come to my house for ages.” Then Agatha began whispering in Eunice’s ear.

“Fix her once and for all…be really funny…my mother will…”

“What a marvelous idea,” said Eunice finally. Both girls started giggling like little imps.


Polly slipped out the back of the store. She knew that she—and JUG-A-RUM!—were the cause of the girls’ laughter. Well, she’d be hanged if she’d give Agatha and Eunice the satisfaction of humiliating her even more.

Then Polly’s stubborn pride took over. No, she’d accept the invitation. Even if they were plotting against her, she’d show them she could be a real lady even if…if she croaked like a frog until she was old and gray.

She ran around the outside of the store and came in through the front door, looking for all the world as if she’d just arrived from school. “Hello, Agatha…Eunice,” she said as politely as she could.

Both girls greeted her like a long-lost friend. “How wonderful to see you, Polly,” Agatha purred.

“And how well you’re looking,” cooed Eunice.

“There’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you, Polly,” Agatha said. “And I guess this is a good time to do it.”

So in spite of everything, the last part of the wish is to be granted, thought Polly. But she managed to keep the butter-wouldn’t-melt-in-my-mouth expression on her face.


“Ask me? Ask me what, Agatha?”

“Polly dear, how would you like to join Eunice and me for tea on Thursday? After school? At my house?”












 




The next day—Wednesday—Polly made up her mind that she was going to be friendly if it killed her. There was no way anybody was going to make her say anything mean and start croaking again.

The first person she met as she walked onto the playground was Olivia Heidecker. As Polly came toward her, Olivia started to walk away.

“I like that dress you’re wearing, Olivia,” said Polly. “Them ruffles at the shoulders are real pretty. Did you sew it up all by yourself?”

“Listen, Polly Kemp, just because I can sew better than…” Then a strange expression appeared on Olivia’s face. “What…what did you say?”

“I said I liked your dress. You matched the pattern at the seams just right. There’s not a lot of people who can do that.”

“Why…why this old thing?” Olivia spread the skirt for Polly’s inspection. “Shucks, it didn’t take long to stitch it together. It was real nice of you to admire it, though.”

Polly walked on, leaving Olivia shaking her head in puzzlement. Those were the first kind words Olivia had ever heard Polly say. What could have gotten into her, anyway?

Even Charlie Peabody and Alfred Dawes couldn’t get Polly’s goat. They’d taken over the swings again and weren’t about to let somebody else have a chance.

“I’ll bet you’d like to swing right now, Polly,” sneered Alfred as he swooped down toward her. “But Charlie and me ain’t moving for you nor nobody else.”

“Fair’s fair, Alfred,” Polly told him. “You were here first, so I reckon you can swing as long as you like.” And she continued on toward the seesaw, leaving two very surprised boys behind her.

Polly made it a point to say something nice to each of the students in Miss Morasco’s class that morning, and by noon the whole room was abuzz, all the boys and girls wondering what had come over Polly Kemp. On the playground at noon, Addy Cardiff and Karen Shay asked Polly to join their game of jacks. And Janice Proctor wondered if Polly’d help her learn long division.

Only Agatha Benthorn and Eunice Ingersoll kept their distance. All that day they waited for the croaking to start.

But it never did.

As Polly walked home with the Wickstaff twins after school, it came to her mind that never in her life had she had such a wonderful day. But she couldn’t help wondering whether she’d be able to keep her tongue in check at Agatha’s house tomorrow.

 

The next morning Polly got up early and spent a long time getting herself ready before coming downstairs. “Why, Polly,” her mother said as she sat down at the table, “you’re all dressed up in your Sunday best. Are you sure you want to wear that to school?”

“It’s not just for school, Mother,” Polly replied. “Miss Agatha Benthorn invited me to her house today for a party.” She made a little curtsy.

“Oh? Is the whole class going?”


“No. Just me and Eunice Ingersoll.”

“Hmmph!” snorted Mrs. Kemp. She had her own opinions about Agatha and Eunice.

That morning at school, Eunice and Agatha sought Polly out, first thing. “We hope you haven’t forgotten our invitation,” said Agatha.

“No, I’ll be there.” But Polly was thinking about how Agatha had said “our invitation.” Like she and Eunice were Siamese twins or something, and one of ’em couldn’t do anything without the other.

Twice that morning and once more in the afternoon, Polly caught the two with their heads together, pointing at her when they thought she wasn’t looking and hee-heeing like a pair of hyenas.

After school the three of ’em bought the little cookies at Stew Meat’s store. Then off they went to the Benthorn house.

Mrs. Benthorn, who had a face that put Polly in mind of a Holstein cow, met them at the door. The woman looked down at Polly the way she might examine a fly that had lit in her dish of ice cream.

“Why…why Polly Kemp,” she said, and her lips pursed distastefully, as if she’d bit into a green persimmon. “I didn’t expect you to want to come here after…after…”

Polly wanted to say something about it being bad manners to treat a guest like something the cat dragged in. But she swallowed her pride, and her face was all innocence as she answered Mrs. Benthorn.

“Ma’am, I know I tore Agatha’s dress, and it was a mean and spiteful thing to do, and I apologize for it. I hope I haven’t put you to too much trouble on account of it. If there’s anything I can do to make good, I’m in your debt.”

It was a pretty little speech, and Mrs. Benthorn listened to it dumbfounded. She’d expected something far different from the sharp-tongued Polly Kemp. “No…no, Polly,” she said with some confusion. “It’s quite all right. A few minutes with a needle and thread, and it was all mended. Come in. Come in, please.”

Polly stepped into the house. Behind her she could hear Agatha and Eunice whispering.

“I never saw Polly act so nice and polite.” Agatha sounded a bit worried.

“What could have come over her?” added Eunice.

They went into the kitchen, and the three girls took seats at the big table. Mrs. Benthorn put the kettle on to boil and then set the cookies on a plate.

Soon the tea was ready. Polly took a sip. It was boiling hot. She rubbed at her mouth.

“Don’t you like the tea, Polly?” Agatha simpered. “It’s called oolong, and it comes all the way from China. It’s fearfully expensive.”

“It’s just fine,” Polly replied. “It’s a lot like the kind my mother makes. Only hers is stronger.”

“Oh, my dear girl!” said Agatha. “Surely you can’t compare your mother’s tea with this costly type. But then, perhaps only a real lady knows how to savor not only the delicate aroma but the exquisite taste. Wouldn’t you agree, Eunice, dear?”

Polly managed a thin smile. “I’m sure you’re right, Agatha,” she said. “I haven’t had much practice at being a real lady. But I’m hoping you two can teach me how to do it.”

Agatha and Eunice looked at one another in consternation. The whole purpose of inviting Polly was to get her riled, so she’d look like a fool and they could laugh at her. With luck she’d even start jug-a-ruming, the way she did in school. But Polly was being all cool and calm and polite. Agatha decided to try again.

“I love your new dress, Eunice dear,” she said grandly. “All that lace—it’s quite the style this year. Of course some people have no sense of style at all.” And here she stared straight at Polly.

It was like water rolling off a duck’s back. “I would so like to be stylish,” Polly said. “But my mother makes my clothes, and she’s too busy to keep up with the latest fashions. But you do look just beautiful, Eunice.”

Neither girl knew what to say. Agatha couldn’t criticize Polly’s remark without insulting Eunice. And Eunice rather enjoyed the compliment.

“What do you usually do after school, Polly?” Agatha asked. Then she winked her eye at Eunice.

“I usually play down by Spider Crick,” Polly replied. “With the Wickstaffs. There’s a little pool that’s filled with tadpoles every spring. As the days go by, you can see legs start growing out of ’em. And then they turn into frogs. I like watching ’em change.”

Agatha made a face. “Ugh! Tadpoles and frogs are horrid things!”


“And so are Leland and Lenora Wickstaff,” Eunice added.

“Well, there are flowers along the crick, too. There’s jack-in-the-pulpit and Queen Anne’s lace and—”

“We have our flowers sent in from a florist,” said Eunice with a toss of her head.

“Uh-huh.” Polly fought back the urge to say what was on her mind. “And what do you two do? After you’ve had your tea and cookies, I mean?”

“We do needlepoint,” said Agatha.

“And we practice our languages,” said Eunice. “I can speak French rather well.”

“And we look at the magazines to see what the latest fashions will be.”

“And we take our piano lessons.”

“And we do all the things that really well-bred girls should do,” Agatha concluded.

“That’s just fine…real fine,” replied Polly. “But don’t you ever like to get out and do other things, too?”

Agatha and Eunice looked at one another in surprise. “Other things? Like what?”

“Well…” Polly had to think about this. “Why, just last month, Lenora Wickstaff learned…taught…me how to tickle up a trout. Have either of you tried to do that?”

Eunice looked shocked. “Tickle a trout?”

“Sure. It’s real easy. You lie down at the edge of the water, right where some big trout is hiding. You get right down on your belly.”

Both girls wrinkled their noses at the word belly.

“Then you reach your hand in the water real slow. You move it just a little at a time until you can feel the fish finning itself right there in the palm of your hand. Then, WHOOSH! You grab that trout fast and toss him on the bank, and it’s fish for dinner.”

“How awful!” moaned Agatha.

“How gross!” groaned Eunice.

“I think it’s fun,” said Polly. “And Leland has promised to show me how he throws a baseball so it curves right in midair. Now that’s something to know.”

“A real lady doesn’t catch fish,” said Agatha positively.

“And a real lady doesn’t play…baseball.” Eunice said the word as if the game were some kind of a disease.

Polly just stared at those two girls as if she was seeing ’em for the first time. She recalled the months and years when she’d have given anything to get an invitation to Agatha’s house. Now here she was, and it wasn’t at all the pleasant thing she’d expected. It was—it was boring, that’s what it was.

All that time wasted. Time when she could have been making lots of real friends and not trying to cozy up to these two frilly, doll-like creatures who wanted no part of her. Olivia Heidecker now—she’d be a friend if Polly didn’t scare her off half the time with her sharp tongue. And Janice Proctor, who’d enjoy seeing the fairy ring of toadstools in the woods, and Karen Shay, who could shoot a slingshot straighter’n any boy, and even Charlie Peabody and Alfred Dawes, if she’d give ’em half a chance.

Suddenly Polly wanted to go home or be down by the crick or walking through town or almost anywhere except sitting at a table in the Benthorn kitchen with two priggish girls who thought they were being real ladies when they were really the world’s worst snobs.

Polly got to her feet. “I think I’ll be leaving now,” she said.


“But you can’t go!” cried Agatha. “Not until we…”

“I can go whenever I want to. The time was, Agatha, when I’d have crawled to this house on hands and knees if I thought you’d invite me inside. But that time is over. I’m my own person now. So I bid you…you ‘ladies’…good-bye.”

With that, Polly marched to the front door, where Mrs. Benthorn was standing.

“Good-bye, Polly,” she said. “Please come again.”

“I do thank you for your hospitality, ma’am. But I don’t think I’ll be coming back.”

“But why not? Didn’t you have a good time today?”

“It was…interesting. I guess both Agatha and Eunice consider themselves to be real proper ladies. But I must say, Miz Benthorn, I hope I never get to be that kind of a lady.”

Before the woman could reply, Polly was out the door.

She ran and ran until she was deep in the woods beyond Spider Crick. Then she looked around until she spotted a big hollow tree. She put her mouth to the opening in its side and began yelling as loud as she could.
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“Agatha Benthorn! Eunice Ingersoll! You two ain’t got the brains you was born with. There is a whole world out here just waiting to be looked at and used, and all the two of you want to do is look at pictures in magazines and drink tea and eat little cookies. Ladies? You two ain’t ladies. You are poor wretched things, and the lowliest animal in the woods has got more life in it than you’ll ever have. You are the…

“JUG-A-RUM!”

So now she was stuck for a spell, only able to croak like a frog. In spite of that, Polly felt happier than she had in a long time. She threw a stone into Spider Crick just for the pleasure of hearing it plonk into the water. Then she climbed high up in a willow tree and looked off toward the Benthorn house in the distance. Agatha and Eunice were in the front yard. To Polly, they looked about the size of a pair of ants.

I don’t need those two anymore, Polly thought. I’m free! From her high perch she shouted with joy.

“JUG-A-RUM! JUG-A-RUM! JUG-A-RUM!”

 

After supper, though, Polly didn’t feel quite so happy. Her ma had gone into town for some thread, for the store was open late. Polly sat on the front steps with her hands propping up her chin. “Looks like I’ll be saying nothing but nice things from now on,” she told herself mournfully. “But knowing me, I’ll bust out with something blunt and mean at just the wrong time. Oh, what’s it going to be like from now on, having people laughing at me when I start sounding like a swamp critter?

“Consarn that ol’ Thaddeus Blinn anyway! That fat little warthog should have known better’n to let me have that wish. He’s so…

“JUG-A-RUM!”

There were answering croaks from several frogs along the crick. Polly was thankful there was nobody else around to hear. She was stuck, good and proper.

One wish—that’s all Thaddeus Blinn had given each of those who’d sat in his tent. Polly wondered if the story she’d heard about Rowena Jervis talking to a bunch of trees had anything to do with the wishing.

If there was any way out of the predicament, it’d take somebody smarter’n Polly herself to find it. But where was there anyone with enough Yankee cleverness and common sense to—


Then a little gasp came from Polly’s lips. Perhaps there was a way, after all. If only…

Quickly Polly got to her feet. She started at a walk, but her feet moved faster and faster, and soon she was running as fast as she could—running toward where the lights of Coven Tree were blinking on in the twilight.









The Tree Man






 

 


As soon as her folks brought her home from the Church Social, Rowena Jervis scurried up the stairs to her room. She placed the red-spotted card from Thaddeus Blinn in the ebony box on the table by her bed and looked at the big calendar on the wall.

The following day—Sunday—was circled in red. Right across the number Rowena had printed a name in big block letters:

HENRY PIPER

“Henry’s coming,” she sighed to herself. She heard the back door slam downstairs as her pa went out to the barn to see to the livestock. There was a buzz of voices in the kitchen. Sam Waxman, the hired boy, was due to clean up the cellar, and Mrs. Jervis wanted to be sure he did the job right.


Rowena was annoyed. She wanted to talk to her mother alone, not with Sam around. She’d put the thing off as long as she could. If the idea she had in mind was going to work out, she had to see Mama about it right now. Tomorrow would be too late.

She went downstairs, resisting the urge to slide down the banister. That was for children. At fifteen, one had to be more dignified.

Her mother and Sam were seated at the kitchen table. Mrs. Jervis mumbled something to Sam. “Yes’m,” he replied, and his thick shock of red hair bobbed about as he nodded his head.

Tall and gangly, Sam seemed to be mostly arms and legs, stuck somehow onto his long stick of a body. But he could do a man’s work around the farm. He took his meals with the Jervises and lived in a little room out in the barn.

Rowena wasn’t at all fond of Sam. Sam was seventeen and had a way of speaking his mind that she found annoying and sometimes downright rude. Sam was just a bumpkin—so unlike Henry Piper.

“Mama?” she said softly.

“Yes, Rowena?” her mother said. “What is it?”

Sam got to his feet. “I’d best be going out and help Mr. Jervis in the barn,” he said, “so’s you two can talk alone.”

“Sam Waxman, you stay put,” replied Mrs. Jervis firmly. “Clifton said he could do without you for two days while you cleaned the cellar. And I mean to have it done right this time. Anything Rowena’s got to tell me won’t take long. Now what is it, girl?”

“Well, I…” she began. “Mama, Henry Piper will be coming to town tomorrow.”

Mrs. Jervis sighed deeply. “I suppose so,” she said. “Twice a year, just like clockwork, the Neverfail Farm Implement Company sends that Henry Piper around with his catalog. And your father ends up with more seeders and cultivators and hay forks than he could use around here in a month of Sundays.”

“Mother,” said Rowena, “Henry would never sell anybody something they didn’t need.”

“No? Well, you just watch him at his peddling sometime. Flirting with the farm wives and grown daughters, and chucking the babies under their chins. Talking about the far places he’s been to and the things he’s seen. And all to sell his tools and machinery. I tell you, Henry Piper could charm the socks off a snake. Well, he’ll only be here for three days, and I give thanks for that blessing.”

“Mama, don’t talk so! Henry’s just so sophisticated and worldly that it takes a very special kind of person to appreciate him.”

Mrs. Jervis scowled at her daughter. “Rowena, you sound almost like you think you’re in love with that boy. You’re far too young to be even considering such nonsense.”

“I’m fifteen, Mama. In only seven more months I’ll be sixteen. And I…I…”

“Oh, get on with it, Rowena. What was it you wanted to ask me?”

“Well…you know Henry always stays at Miz Ballentine’s rooming house when he’s in town.”

“Yes. Where else would he put up?”

“I…I was wondering whether he might stay here this time.”

Sam let out a snort that a horse would have been proud of. Then he started chuckling behind his hand.

“Sam Waxman, you stop that this instant!” Rowena put her hands on her hips, and her eyes glittered angrily.

“Rowena, you have got a thing for that fella, ain’t you?” said Sam.


“No, I don’t—”

“Yes, you do too. Remember Sunday dinner last fall when he came by? Maybe you didn’t think I noticed the two of you holding hands under the tablecloth. And them things he was telling you!”

Sam tried to copy Henry Piper’s manner of speaking. “Oh, St. Louis and Boston are fun,” he mimicked. “But New York City! Now there’s a place where everything is going on at once.”

Sam took Rowena’s hand. “Rowena,” he crooned in a mocking whisper, “we’ll walk the streets at three in the morning, and it’ll be just like noon, with lights all over the place. Just imagine you in your best dress, sashaying down Broadway on my arm, the two of us looking up at buildings five times as tall as the highest pine in Coven Tree. Then eating in fine restaurants where we’ll be served any kind of food you can imagine. Oh, Rowena! My dear one!”

Sam kissed Rowena’s hand with a loud smack. She jerked her hand away quickly. The words had sounded so lovely when Henry had said them. And here was Sam, making fun of the whole thing.

“Sam Waxman, you stop it at once!” she snapped. “I’ll have no more of this.”

“And I’ll have no more talk of Henry Piper’s being in this house for three days making calf eyes at you, Rowena,” said her mother.

“With all that walking around the city at night, how does Henry manage to get any sleep?” Sam went on.

“If you say one more word, Sam, I’ll—”

“Have done, the both of you!” ordered Mrs. Jervis. “Henry’s not staying here, and that’s flat.”

Rowena flounced out of the kitchen and back upstairs to her own room. It just wasn’t fair, she thought, flinging herself onto the bed. Bad enough Henry’s coming to Coven Tree only twice a year. The least Mama and Daddy could do was let him stay here where she could see him as often as she liked.

Rowena lay on her stomach, imagining how grand it would be if Henry’d settle in Coven Tree. Then she could see him every day. She closed her eyes and pictured him, all fine and neat in his striped suit, with his black hair slicked down.

Then the picture changed. It wasn’t Henry she saw in her mind’s eye anymore.

It was Thaddeus Blinn.

I can give you whatever you ask for, Blinn’s sign had said. Rowena knew what she wanted. She wanted to see Henry a lot more often than a few days twice a year.

She opened her eyes. There, just inches from her face, on the bedside table, was the ebony box. She opened it and took out the red-spotted card. Then she got up, went to the closet, and put the card in the pocket of her best dress.

“We will see what we will see,” she said to herself, “as soon as Henry gets here.”

 

The next day, after church, Rowena was out in front gathering some flowers when she heard a shout from the road.

“Hello, the Jervises! Is anyone about?”

Henry Piper! With a glad little cry, Rowena ran toward the gate, calling his name. “Oh, I…I’m so glad you’ve come,” she said.

“I couldn’t stay away, lovely lady,” replied Henry with a deep bow. “I came here first thing, as soon as I got off the train.”

Rowena thought she might faint from pure joy. Then she heard a voice behind her.

“You came here first thing, huh? Then how come you ain’t got no bags with you except that little case with your catalog and order slips in it? Naw, you got yourself fixed in at Miz Ballentine’s first. Got all freshened up. Your hair’s still wet.”

Ohh, that Sam! Rowena could have killed him!

“Sam Waxman, ain’t you got anything better to do than stand gawking while two old friends get reacquainted?”

“Yep. Reckon I do.” Sam looked Henry up and down. “It won’t do for me to stand here talking. That’s Henry’s department—talking.” And off he walked toward the barn.

“Never mind Sam,” Rowena said sweetly. “You come inside, Henry. Perhaps you can stay for dinner.”

“Perhaps I can, my dear. I have a whole new line of machinery I want to talk to your father about.”

Rowena pouted prettily.

“And later, maybe you and I can have a few words together—alone.” When Henry said “alone” that way, Rowena’s innards felt like they were filled with butterflies.

Henry stayed the whole day. He spent most of the afternoon in the front parlor with Mr. Jervis, talking about machinery. It wasn’t until that evening that Rowena got Henry to herself. They sat on the big back porch, watching the last of the sunset.

Rowena was of two minds about Henry. She was, of course, delighted to have him there. But she was already thinking ahead to the time two days hence when he’d be leaving Coven Tree.

“After tomorrow I have some time off from school,” she said hopefully. “And on Tuesday, Susannah Haskill is giving a party. I thought perhaps you could…I mean, we could…”

But Henry just laughed. “Silly goose,” he replied, tweaking her nose. “What would the Neverfail Farm Implement Company think if they found their best salesman going off to parties instead of tending to business?”

Rowena sighed. She was sure Henry liked her. If only he’d come right out and say so.

“Almost dark,” Henry said. “I’d best be getting back to Miz Ballentine’s.”

“Can’t you stay just a little longer?” Rowena pleaded.

“I expect your pa would like you inside and me gone. I’ll just cut across the backyard. Until tomorrow, Rowena.”

And without waiting for a reply, he stepped off the porch.
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Two more days, and then Henry’d be gone again for another six months. Rowena couldn’t bear the thought of it. From the pocket of her best dress she took out the card she’d placed there yesterday. She pressed her thumb firmly against the red spot and made her wish:

“I wish…I wish Henry Piper would put down roots here in Coven Tree and never leave again!”

The spot on the card suddenly felt warm against her thumb.

Henry had disappeared into the darkness. In the still night air Rowena heard a rustling sound. It was accompanied by grunts and groans and heavy breathing, and it seemed to be coming from the thick grove of trees back where the lawn ended and the fields began. At first Rowena thought it might be some wild critter who’d gotten tangled with a tree limb.

But then she heard the voice. It was little more than a whisper: “Consarn it! Rowena, come help me!”

Rowena seized a lantern from the porch, lit it, and held it in front of her as she crossed the backyard to the grove of trees. They grew in a circle, and their tangled branches made it hard for her to enter. Finally she forced her way in and held the lantern high.

There stood Henry Piper, mumbling angry words. He was bent over, and at first Rowena thought he was pulling up his sock. Then she saw it was the ankle itself he was yanking up on.

“Henry?” Rowena gasped. “What are you doing, lurking about here? I thought you’d be halfway back to Miz Ballentine’s by now.”

“Keep your voice down, Rowena. I…I don’t want anybody else to come out here and find me in this fix.”

“Fix? What fix, Henry?”

“It’s my feet. They seem to be stuck to the ground. And I can’t move either of ’em, no matter how hard I try.”











 




“Henry, are you spoofing me?”

But Henry wasn’t playing any joke. He stood in the center of the circle of trees with both feet planted firmly together on the earth. From the look on his face, Rowena could see he was plain, deep-down scared!

“I’m stuck, I tell you,” he said in a quavering voice. “It’s like I was glued to the earth. You’d better get me loose right quick, Rowena Jervis.”

Rowena knelt and looked carefully at Henry’s feet and ankles. They didn’t seem to be caught in any trap. She grasped his right leg and yanked up hard. Nothing happened.

“I’ll get Daddy,” she said. “Maybe he—”

“You’ll do nothing of the kind,” Henry replied. “If word of this gets out, I’ll be a laughingstock in the whole county. I’ll be finished as a salesman. You just keep your mouth shut and get me loose. Try wrapping your arms about me and lifting.”

Rowena got behind Henry and threw her arms about him. For months she’d yearned to have her arms around Henry Piper. But not when something like this was happening.

She heaved upward. For all the good it did, she might as well have been trying to haul a full-grown tree out of the ground.

“It…it isn’t working, Henry.”

“Then do something else,” he ordered.

“Rowena!” It was Mr. Jervis, calling from the back porch.

“Yes, Daddy?”

“Are you out there with Henry Piper? That young jackanapes never did say good-bye.”

Rowena was about to say yes when she saw Henry scowling at her. “No, Daddy!” she called back. “I’m alone. I’ll be right in.”

“Don’t you dare let on to your father that I’m out here,” Henry whispered through clenched teeth. “I never felt so foolish in my life.”

“I won’t tell. But I must go inside. Can I do something to make you more comfortable, Henry?”

“I’m chilly. I need a coat or something.”

“I’ll just go in the house and…”

“No! Your pa will get to wondering. Get something from the barn.”

The only thing Rowena could find was an old horse blanket. She wrapped it around Henry. “That should keep you warm,” she said. “Tomorrow I’ll be out first thing and bring you breakfast. Or maybe you’ll get free in the meantime.”

Henry sniffed at the blanket and wrinkled his nose. “Phoo!” he exclaimed. “This old thing stinks of hay and horse sweat. Haven’t you got anything cleaner?”

Rowena glared at him. “You said you didn’t want me to go into the house, Henry.”

“Then I suppose it’ll have to do.”

Rowena ran off toward the house, while Henry clutched the smelly blanket close about him and tried to stop the chattering of his teeth.

Rowena didn’t sleep much that night. She was too jittery and upset—and a little scared—by what had happened. Henry Piper, stuck to the ground—had ever there been such a thing before? By morning she was so logy and puff eyed that her mother wondered if she was sick.

“No, Mama. Just a bit tired.”

As soon as she could, Rowena sneaked out to the grove of trees with a doughnut from the breakfast table. Henry stood there, shivering in the blanket.

“I brought you this, Henry,” said Rowena.

“A doughnut,” he sneered. “If it wasn’t for coming to see you, I’d be down at Miz Ballentine’s right now, eating ham and eggs. All you’ve got is an old doughnut. Well, I don’t need it.”

“You’ve got to eat, Henry.”

“I feel like I’ve been eating all night. Only the food came up from my feet instead of down from my mouth. What in tarnation has happened to me, Rowena?”

“Henry, I really think I should tell somebody—”

“You just keep that mouth of yours shut, young lady!”

“Henry Piper, you never in your life talked to me like that before,” said Rowena. “But…well don’t start worrying. We’ll get you free. Let me find you something to sit on.”


“I’ve got every right to worry,” Henry replied. “And as for sitting, I can’t do it. My knees won’t bend. I’m stiff from the waist down. Never mind a chair. Just get rid of this smelly blanket.”
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“All right, Henry. But then I have to go to school. I’ll come back, soon as I can.”

“You’d better,” said Henry sternly. “I’m stuck on your property, so you have to look after me until I get loose.”

Rowena walked out of the grove of trees. Suddenly she turned and stuck out her tongue at the spot where Henry was standing.

 

The school day passed almost like a dream—or a nightmare. Afterward Rowena ran all the way home, hoping to slip in the back door without anybody seeing her. But Mama was in the kitchen.

“Sit down, Rowena,” said Mrs. Jervis. “I want to talk to you.”

Rowena put a hand to her lips. Had Mama discovered…?

“Did you pass the grade school on your way home?” Mama asked.

Rowena shook her head. “I took the short cut. Why?”

“Clara Fessengill came by today, and she said Polly Kemp was croaking like a frog in school. I thought you might have heard—”

“Oh, Mama, you know Polly. She’d do anything to get attention.”

“No, Clara said it was like Polly couldn’t help herself. As if croaking had taken the place of talking.”

“Clara Fessengill’s an old gossip…” Rowena began. Then she suddenly closed her mouth, and a little shiver ran up her spine.

“Excuse me, Mama.” Rowena darted through the back door and out of her mother’s sight. Polly Kemp, acting strangely—Polly who’d sat right next to her in Thaddeus Blinn’s tent. What was going on?…

In the midst of the circle of trees she found Henry just as she’d left him. No, not quite the same. “I seem to be losing my voice, too,” he told her in a harsh whisper. “You’ve got to get me loose.”

“But how, Henry?”

“Maybe you can pry me free. Get that long branch there.”

Rowena got the branch.

“Now bring it over here.”

Rowena did as she was told.


“Can’t you move any faster, Rowena?” Henry wheezed. “Now slide the end of it under my foot. No, you ninny, not that end! The other one. Goldurn you, Rowena, stop being so infernally dumb!”

Could this be the same Henry Piper she’d thought was so marvelous only yesterday? “I’m doing the best I can,” she said.

“Well, your best isn’t all that good. Now get a piece of wood—not that one, dad-blast it, that one! Stick it underneath the pole. Take it easy there. It feels like you’re tickling my foot.”

Rowena was too upset by all the orders Henry was spouting at her to wonder how he could feel tickling right through the sole of his shoe. “Now push down on the pole,” Henry went on. “Push harder, you silly…oww! What are you trying to do, cripple me?”

“You told me to pry, Henry. I’m prying. I can’t keep things straight when you’re giving me all those orders at the same time.”

“You’re just like all the rest. Not enough sense to boil water.”

All the rest? All what rest? Rowena wondered. But before she could ask Henry, she heard another voice behind her.


“Rowena, I thought I seen you in here, and…what the dickens!”

Sam! With a guilty start Rowena turned to face him.

Sam scowled at Rowena. “Have you and Henry been sneaking—”

“No! It’s not like that at all.” Suddenly it was important to Rowena that Sam understand what she and Henry were doing in the grove. “Henry’s feet got stuck to the ground somehow, and—”

“Yeah, I’ll bet they did,” muttered Sam. “Well, I’ll pry him loose in a hurry.”

Sam put his whole weight on the lever. Henry’s cries of pain were oddly muffled, as if they came from a distant valley.

“Hush up, Henry,” said Sam. “D’you want to get loose or not?”

Finally Sam had to give up. “I guess you’re right, Rowena,” he said. “Henry’s stuck fast. It’s eerie. I never saw the like before…. Do your folks know about this?”

“No, and you ain’t gonna tell ’em, either,” said Henry.

“Don’t you be giving me orders, Henry,” Sam said. “Now, if we’re going to get you loose, we first have to see what’s holding you down.”

Sam took out his jackknife and knelt at Henry’s feet.

“Sam, you be careful,” Henry said. “It’s scary enough, just being stuck here. I don’t want to get cut, too.”

“Hmmm. That’s odd,” said Sam.

“What’s odd?” asked Henry.

“Your shoes. Leather’s all cracked. It looks for all the world like bark on a tree. And the bark goes clear up to your ankles. Well, I’ll soon cut you loose.”

Sam thrust the knife blade under Henry’s right shoe.

“Aaarrghhh!” Henry’s scream wasn’t very loud, sounding like he had a blanket wrapped about his head. But Rowena gasped in alarm.

“You hurt me, Sam,” Henry whimpered. “You cut my foot with your knife.”

Sam looked up. “Henry, I swear I was digging way down below the sole of your shoe and—”

“Sam, look at that!” cried Rowena, pointing. “That red stuff on the blade of your knife. It looks like blood.”


“Blood!” shrieked Henry as loud as he could. “My blood!”

“But how could…?” Sam began. Then he started digging below Henry’s shoes with his fingers. It was slow going, but finally the earth beneath Henry’s right heel had been scraped away.

“Look there, Rowena,” said Sam. From the bottom of Henry’s foot were growing…

“Roots?” Rowena asked, astonished.

“Roots,” Sam replied.

“You mean Henry is rooted to the ground like a…a tree?”

“It seems so. And if we cut those roots, it’d be like stabbing a knife into Henry’s body. It might even kill him.”

“Don’t do it, then!” moaned Henry. “I don’t want to die!”

“But what could have caused Henry to grow roots and…?” Rowena began. Then she started trembling and shaking all over as she finally understood the thing she’d done to Henry Piper.

Roots! Rowena had said the word before, just a short time ago. Last night on the porch—she’d pressed her thumb onto the spot on the wish card and wished…wished that…

…Henry Piper would put down roots here in Coven Tree and never leave again!

“Oh, Sam!” Rowena cried as tears filled her eyes. “Ooohh, Saaam!”








 




“And…and then I wished on the card that Henry’d put down roots here in Coven Tree. But all I meant was for him to stay put and not be a traveling man anymore. Instead he’s got real roots, and he’s stuck!”

Rowena barely finished telling Sam and Henry about Thaddeus Blinn’s magic before she burst into bitter tears. “Oh, Sam, what am I going to do?”

But neither Sam nor Henry was listening. Sam was looking at Henry like he was seeing a dragon or an ogre or some other mystical beast. And Henry was staring with fear and trembling at his own bark-covered ankles.

“Henry did put down roots. Real ones, just like you asked for,” said the awestruck Sam. “Magic—that’s the only thing that could have done this.”

“Just like Polly Kemp’s croaking,” said Rowena. “She got one of the cards too, and it must be the same magic that—”

“Never mind Polly Kemp.” Henry’s voice was like the rustle of wind through leafy branches. “What about me? I’m the one who’s stuck here. And it’s getting worse all the time. Bark’s creeping up my legs. I’m getting stiffer and stiffer. Food seems to be coming up to me from the roots growing out of my feet. And now it’s getting hard for me to talk.”

“Sam,” Rowena moaned. “He’s turning into a…a…”

“A tree,” said Sam.

“Rowena, do something!” Henry yelled hoarsely.

“Calm down, Henry,” said Sam. “None of us have had much experience with magic. It may take a bit of time to figure something out.”

“But I haven’t got time,” Henry said. “I’m changing…changing….”

“Maybe I should go looking for Thaddeus Blinn,” said Rowena. “Maybe he’d come back and revoke the wish. He’s only been gone two days. He can’t have gotten far.”

“No,” said Sam with a shake of his head. “A human couldn’t go far. But Blinn seems to be a creature of magic. He could be on the far side of the moon by now.”

“Then maybe Daddy or Mama could think of something.”

“Most likely you’d just start ’em worrying, and they’d spread word about Henry all over town,” Sam replied. “Then we’d have people milling around out here and either laughing at Henry or else giving advice that isn’t worth a hill of beans. I say we keep this to ourselves. Rowena, you were the one who took the card from Thaddeus Blinn, and you made the wish on it. So you’ll have to find a way to release Henry from the spell. Nobody else can do it for you.”

“And hurry!” Henry added.

“But I can’t think of anything,” said Rowena.

“Then the least we can do is make Henry comfortable until you come up with an idea,” said Sam. “Maybe if we pulled up the weeds around his feet, it’d help.” Sam Walked in a circle about Henry. Then he bent down and picked up a leather case from a clump of weeds. “What’s this?”

“That’s what I keep my catalog and order blanks in,” Henry said. “Don’t you go opening that, Sam Waxman.”

“All right, Henry. I’ll just put it in the barn where it won’t get wet. Rowena, you start pulling those weeds.”

As Sam left the clearing, Rowena began yanking at the weeds. Henry started giving orders like a slave driver. “Don’t get too close to my feet, Rowena…. Take bigger handfuls, Rowena…. Pile ’em over there, Rowena…. There’s one you missed, Rowena….”

“Henry Piper, you shut your face!” Rowena snapped suddenly. “I’m doing the best I can. Don’t you think I feel bad enough without you jawing at me all the time?”

“You’re to blame for me—”

“I didn’t mean for things to turn out this way. Oh, Henry, whatever happened to all the nice things you used to tell me about how pretty I was and all them fine places you visited? If I’m at all special to you, you shouldn’t be carrying on this way, even if your feet are stuck to the ground.”

“Special? That’s a laugh.”

“But the way you used to talk, I had to be special, Henry.”

“Listen, Rowena Jervis: I’d have said you were Cleopatra or the Queen of Sheba if that’s what I had to do. Anything so you’d tell your papa how nice I was and I could sell him more machinery.”

“Henry, you…you can’t mean that!”

“I do mean it! Fall in love with you? D’you think I’m an idiot? You’re nothing but a silly, lovesick goose.”

“And you are a worm, Henry Piper!” Rowena cried out. “If I’d known for a second you didn’t mean all those fine things you said, I’d…I’d…”

“You’d never have made that stupid wish. And I’d be free instead of stuck here talking to you.”

“I’ll get you free somehow,” said Rowena through clenched teeth. “If only to see you getting aboard the train and headed out of town. Forever!”


“But until I get loose, you’ve got to care for me, Rowena. You’ve got to do anything I want.”

“But only until I find a way to remove the spell. After that—well, you’d just better watch out, Henry Piper!”

Sam walked back into the clearing. He carried a paper sack, a bucket of water, and a small spade. He took a handful of powder from the bag and sprinkled it around Henry’s feet.

“This is stuff to make trees grow,” he said.

Sam worked the ground up with the spade. Finally he poured the water over Henry’s shoes.

“Ohhh,” Henry moaned with contentment. “That feels real good, Sam. See, Rowena? Sam knows how to treat me properly.”

“Sam, did you hear what Henry was saying? He didn’t mean a single one of all those fine things he used to tell me.”

“I never figured he did,” Sam replied. “But if I’d said so, you wouldn’t have listened. You had to learn for yourself. Here’s something else to keep in mind now that you know what Henry’s really like. The sooner you think of a way to wish the spell off him, the sooner he’ll be out of your life for good. So put your whole mind to it, Rowena. Me, I’ve got farm work to do. I’ll leave you two alone.”

 

Rowena stayed with her unwelcome guest until late that evening, taking only time for supper. In spite of Sam’s confidence that she’d find a way to free Henry, she kept thinking about how he might never get loose. She’d have to spend the rest of her life caring for that…that ignoramus who’d become rooted in her backyard. Two days ago she’d wanted more than anything for Henry to remain in Coven Tree. Now she couldn’t stand the sight of him.

The next morning at breakfast, Rowena’s mother had a question. “What’s so all-fired interesting about that clump of trees out in back?” she asked. “You’re spending a lot of time there, child.”

“It’s a fine place to study, Mama,” she said. “This week we have to get ready for tests at school.”

“Just don’t get studying so hard you forget about the Haskills’ party tonight. Everybody in your class will be there.”

The party! With all the trouble Henry’d given her, Rowena had forgotten all about it. But how could she go? Henry needed caring for, and she had to…

“I just wish he’d dry up and blow away!” she cried. Then Rowena stomped out of the kitchen, leaving her mother to wonder what in tarnation she was talking about.

Rowena just had to talk to somebody. She found Sam in the barn and poured out to him her disappointment at missing the Haskills’ party.

Much to her surprise, Sam seemed to understand. “You go along to your party,” he told her. “I’ll stay with Henry this evening. Though I warn you, Rowena, if he gets to complaining too much, I intend to stuff a rag in his mouth and stomp it home with my foot.”

That evening, the Haskill house was all decorated with Japanese lanterns and paper streamers. Everybody seemed to be having fun—everybody but Rowena. She had on her prettiest dress, and all her friends from school were there, but it was impossible for her to enjoy the party. She still felt guilty about leaving Sam to take her proper place in the grove of trees.

She was sitting in a corner and staring at her shoes when Ruth Higgens and Minnie Baldwin walked by. Minnie was talking a mile a minute, and Rowena heard her mention Adam Fiske. Rowena remembered Adam sitting on the far end of the bench in Thaddeus Blinn’s tent. Leaning forward, she cupped her hand behind her ear.

“…All spraying way up into the air, right there at the corner of Adam’s house,” Minnie was saying. “Ruth, I don’t care what folks say about there being no water on the Fiske farm. My daddy saw it, I tell you.”

“Underground springs sometimes do that,” Ruth replied.

“Not like this. Daddy says it was…was magic!”

Magic? Then Adam must have been wishing too, Rowena thought. But water? On that dried-out Fiske farm? If that’s what Adam wished for, he was lucky. At least he’d gotten something useful from his wish.

After the party Mr. Haskill took Rowena and several of the others home in his big wagon. “It’s all dark at your place,” he told Rowena when they reached the Jervis house. “D’you want me to see you to the door?”

“No thanks, I’ll be fine.” Rowena hopped down from the wagon and made her way across the lawn to the front porch.

She grasped the knob of the front door. Suddenly the old rocking chair at the far end of the porch creaked loudly. “Who’s there?” she called, scared stiff.

“Only me—Sam.” She heard footsteps coming across the porch, and then he was standing beside her.

“I reckon you’d better take a look at Henry,” Sam said. “It’s a lot worse than we ever figured on. It’s happening faster now.”

“What’s worse?” she asked as they walked through the darkness toward the grove of trees. “What’s happening faster?”

“You’ll see.”

Once inside the grove, Sam lit the lantern and held it up. There was Henry. But it was a Henry that Rowena hardly recognized.

The rough bark that had been around his ankles now covered his whole body, clear up to the chin. But that wasn’t all. Now his arms were thrust stiffly upward and outward, for all the world like gnarled limbs of wood. As Sam held the lantern closer, Rowena was horrified.
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“Sam,” she said in a scared whisper, “he’s almost like a real tree!”

Only Henry’s face showed that the thing growing there was—or had once been—human. And even that was twisted into a shape like weatherworn wood. The expression on it was one of pure horror. The lips moved, but only a soft sighing came from them.

Rowena leaned closer. There was the merest whisper of breath from the open mouth. There were words, too—words that made Rowena shiver in the warm spring night.

“Help me! Help me!”








 




By Wednesday afternoon, everything that was human in Henry Piper had disappeared. All that was left was tree

Oh, a person looking close at the big knob near the top of the trunk might make out two eyes and a mouth amid the grain of the wood. But for all intents and purposes, Henry was just a runty sycamore standing in the midst of the grove of trees.

Rowena was at her wits’ end. Somehow she had to get Henry back to being human. She turned the problem over in her mind for hours on end without coming up with a single idea of how to go about it. She had to keep Pa and Ma from finding out, too. They’d never understand, especially since Henry didn’t look anything like Henry anymore. They’d probably think she’d gone soft in the head.

Rowena knew she couldn’t have stood it without Sam’s being there to help. That night she lay in her bed, imagining how things might have been if it had been Sam who’d changed into a tree and she’d sought help from Henry. She decided Henry’d have been worse than no help at all.

She was sure Sam would have accepted his fate with a dignity that Henry Piper would never know. And Sam wouldn’t have become any puny softwood sycamore, either. Sam would have been a mighty oak.

Sam. For three days Rowena’d been so wrapped up in her own problems that she’d never once said a word to him about how grateful she was for…for his just being there. Sometimes she’d get so worried about Henry’s plight that she’d go all sick inside and want to scream and scream, or else run off somewhere and hide. Then Sam would give her a wink or a nod or a few whispered words, and she’d find the strength to go on. She’d tell Sam in the morning how much that meant to her.


But in the morning, Sam was gone.

“He asked me for some time to go into town,” Pa explained. “He didn’t say what for.”

Sam barely made it back in time for supper, and afterward there were chores to be done. It wasn’t until nearly eight o’clock that Rowena found him alone.

“Where have you been all day?” she asked.

“Reading, mostly—in the school library. I got to thinking that if magic can turn a person into a tree, maybe there’s a spell of some kind that’ll turn him back into a man again.”

“Did you find one?” Rowena asked hopefully.

“Nope. Only legends and such. People worshiping trees on account of gods were supposed to be inside, or they were the souls of dead people.”

“But nothing about a person changing…”

“I did find some old stories,” Sam replied, “where folks got changed into plants of different kinds. The closest I could get to Henry’s problem was one about a gal called Daphne who got turned into a laurel tree to escape from the god Apollo. But those yarns are more fanciful than real, I expect.

“Still, it can’t all be superstition. Anybody thinking that would have a real eye-opener just by looking into that grove out yonder. Though Henry’s so much tree now, probably nobody’d even notice him.”

“I’m grateful for what you tried to do, anyway,” Rowena told him. “But sooner or later somebody’s going to come looking for Henry. What’ll I say? ‘Knock on the trunk of that sycamore and see if anybody’s home’?”

“We’ve got a few days before anybody comes searching,” Sam said. “Y’see, I called the Neverfail Company from Stew Meat’s store. I said Henry’d been taken sick. The lady on the phone was ever so nice. She said Henry was only to think about getting better, and somebody else would handle his selling until he was up and about.”

“Oh, Sam, I’ve been such a dunce,” said Rowena. “If I hadn’t made a fool of myself over Henry, none of this would have happened. But when he talked of all those fine places he’d been to, it was like I was right there with him. New York…St. Louis…even Paris. I’ll never get to any of those cities, Sam. But just talking to somebody who’d been there was…was…”

“Rowena,” said Sam suddenly, “I ain’t ever been outside this county. But I’ve got a few things I want to say to you.”

“All right, Sam,” she said, looking oddly at him. “But what…?”

“I want you to pretend I’m Henry Piper,” Sam told her. “The old Henry, before he changed. Can you do that?”

“It’ll be hard,” she replied. “But I’ll try.”

“Rowena, my dear,” Sam began, taking her hand. “Let me tell you about London.”

“Sam Waxman, London’s way across the ocean in England. You haven’t ever been near there.”

“Come on, Rowena. You never stopped Henry in the middle of a story. I’m supposed to be him, remember?”

“All right, Sam…I mean Henry. Go ahead.”

“In London is a cathedral called St. Paul’s, with a big round dome at the top. I recollect standing on the balcony that runs around the underside of that dome and—”

“Sam, you’re being silly.”

“Shhh, Rowena. This ain’t Sam talking. It’s Henry. So I whispered against the dome, and the whisper was heard only by the person way across on the other side. Nobody else heard a sound because the words followed the curve of the dome. Someday, Rowena, you and I will stand on opposite sides of that dome, and I’ll whisper—”

“This is nonsense, Sam.”

“No, it ain’t. It’s true. And for now, my name’s Henry. In China there’s a wall clear across the whole country. It’s so big you could be on the moon and still see it. And there’s islands where bugs build homes higher’n your pa’s barn, and people shinny up coconut trees by tying their feet together. If we was to walk along the beach of one of those islands, Rowena, we’d see fish in the water that are every color of the rainbow. Away out in San Francisco they’ve got trolley cars without motors, and they’re pulled by a cable buried in the street and—”

“Sam Waxman, you stop this instant!” cried Rowena. “None of that stuff you told me is real.”

“Oh, it’s real, right enough.”

“How do you know? You’ve never been to any of those places.”

“Nope,” said Sam. “I ain’t. And neither has Henry Piper!”

“Sam, you don’t have to start lying about Henry just so I’ll feel better—”

“It’s the truth, Rowena. The lady at Neverfail said Henry has an Aunt Bertha down in Bridgeport, Connecticut, who’d want to know about his being sick. So I called her, too. She told me a few things about Henry that were real interesting.”

“What did she tell you?”

“It seems Henry works for the Neverfail Company fifty weeks a year, selling in the state of Maine and a little part of New Hampshire. On his two-week vacation, he stays with Aunt Bertha, painting and fixing her place up to earn a little extra money. So he never had the time to visit all those fancy places he talks about.”

“Then how’d he find out so much about them?” asked Rowena in astonishment.

“Same way I did. Wait here a minute. I want to get something from the barn.”

Sam returned a few moments later carrying the leather case he’d found at Henry’s feet.

“I looked inside,” Sam said. “There’s more than catalogs and order blanks in here.”

He opened the case and pulled out…

“Magazines!” Rowena exclaimed.

“Yep. Here’s Travel Topics, and an old copy of Our Country in Pictures. I read in Travel Topics about London and China and all those other places I told you about. The story about New York City is the humdinger. It tells all about the night life and how everything’s as bright as day, and all the fine restaurants, and…”

“You mean Henry’d just read about all those places he said he’d been to? He was never really in any of them?”

“Looks that way, Rowena.”

“Why, that no-good, sweet-talking…mule!” she sputtered. “To think I mooned about, making calf eyes at him, and all the time he was lying through his teeth. Oh, Sam, I feel so…so stupid.”

“Don’t be too hard on yourself,” said Sam. “Henry’s paying a high price for his foolishness as it is. I just thought knowing the trick he pulled might make you feel easier, seeing as there doesn’t seem to be any way of changing him back right soon.”

For a moment Rowena just sat quietly. Then suddenly she pounded her fist hard against the arm of her chair. “No!” she exclaimed. “No! No! No! I’ll not have Henry Piper cluttering up that grove of trees for all the years to come and reminding me always of my own foolishness. There’s a way out of this fix. There must be!”

“But Rowena, you said Thaddeus Blinn only gave you one wish.”

“You don’t have to remind me, Sam. I remember it like I was sitting on that bench in his tent right now. Him in his white suit and red vest, handing out those red-spotted cards. One to Polly…one to me…one to…to…”

Rowena lapsed into silence. For several moments she stared long and hard at Sam.

“I know how,” she said finally.

“How? How what?” Sam asked.

“I know how to get Henry Piper back to being a man again,” she replied, growing more and more excited. “What time is it?”

“About eight thirty. But how are you going to—”

“No time now for explaining. I’ll have to hurry. Come with me, Sam.”

Sam shook his head. “Wherever you’re off to, Rowena, you must do this thing alone. You got Henry into this fix by yourself, and if you know how, you must free him from the spell the same way.”

“Then will you at least wait up for me until I come back?”
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He looked down at her and smiled. It seemed to Rowena that something about Sam had changed. His face wasn’t that of a boy anymore, but that of a man. And when he spoke, it was in a man’s voice, strong and sure, yet soft and comforting.

“Rowena Jervis, I’ve already been waiting for you a long. time. But until now, you only had eyes for Henry Piper. Yes, Rowena, I’ll wait. Take all the time you need. And when you’re ready for me, you’ll find me waiting still.”









Water, Water, Everywhere






 

 


“No rain for three weeks. Well’s gone dry, and the cistern’s near empty. Tomorrow after school, you’d best haul the tubs down to Spider Crick and fill ’em up.”

Those were the first words Adam Fiske’s pa said to him on Sunday morning. They made Adam angry.

Yesterday’s Church Social had been fun, and Adam had stayed late. When he’d gotten home, he’d hung his pants in the closet, with the red-spotted card still in the pocket, and gotten right into bed. He had woken on Sunday morning with all the fun still fresh in his mind.

Now Pa had to ruin it all.

“Do I have to?” Adam complained. “Everybody laughs at me when I drive the wagon through town. And filling all those tubs from the crick takes forever. They sure do hold a lot of water.”

“Well, doesn’t seem like much by the time you get home,” Adam’s ma put in. “What with drinking and cooking and washing and water for the animals and trying to keep the crops from burning, it’s gone in no time. Until it rains, you’ll probably be hauling every day, Adam. Get used to it.”

“It don’t seem fair,” Adam grumbled. “This is the only farm in Coven Tree where the well goes dry if it doesn’t rain regular every three days. Besides, what would be the harm in getting water from the spring on Mr. Jenks’s farm? What he doesn’t use just soaks back underground. That way I wouldn’t have to go through town and—”

“That’s enough, Adam!” Pa snapped. “This is our farm, and we’ll run it without asking charity from anybody. We’ll take our water from Spider Crick, and you’ll haul all that’s necessary.”

Well, there it was. Pa’d saved for a Long time to buy this land, and he’d built the house and barn with his own hands. His stubborn pride refused to allow him to become beholden to any man.

“Oh, cheer up, Adam,” Pa went on. “Tomorrow Uncle Poot will be here. We’ll find water yet.”

“Uncle Poot?” said Adam. “The dowser man?”

“Yep. He doesn’t get down to this end of the valley much, but I asked him special, and he agreed. That forked stick of his never makes a mistake. Dig a well where a dowser man’s stick points, and you’ll soon strike water.”

“Maybe,” said Adam doubtfully. He couldn’t believe that dowsing really worked. Most likely he’d be hauling water from Spider Crick for the rest of his life.

 

After breakfast the next morning Adam set out for school. On the way he met Polly Kemp on the road. “Good morning, Polly,” he called as he caught up to her. “After today I’ve got a few days off before final tests start. What do you think of that?”

“JUG-A-RUM!”

Well, if that wasn’t just like Polly! Making strange noises instead of giving a civil answer, “You don’t have to get sassy with me, Polly Kemp,” Adam said crossly.

“JUG-A-RUM!”

She was rude, to be sure. But it did beat all, how much Polly sounded like a real frog. He told her so, hoping she’d be pleased.

“JUG-A-RUM!”

After a final remark, Adam trotted on.

At school he sat right behind Rowena Jervis in science class. Rowena was usually a good student. But not today. Her mind seemed a million miles away. She kept sniffling and sighing and murmuring something about…well, “feet stuck” was what it sounded like. But maybe he’d just heard wrong.

When Adam got home from school, he harnessed Hank and Herb, their two horses, to the big flat wagon. He loaded the eight huge iron tubs onto the wagon bed and climbed up to the seat. “Giddap,” he ordered with a flick of the reins.

Off they went, with the tubs in back clanking loud enough to drown out the clopping of the horses’ hoofs.

At the edge of town the hooting began. “Here comes ol’ Adam Fiske with his water-draggin’ wagon!” yelled Orville Hopper.

“I guess they’re getting mighty thirsty out there!” jeered somebody from inside the fire-house.

He passed Agatha Benthorn and Eunice Ingersoll on their way home from school. The two girls made faces and stuck their noses in the air. Adam about died of embarrassment.

Once through town and down by the crick, Adam pulled the wagon as close to the water as he could get. He took off his shoes and socks, and rolled up his pant legs. Then he took a bucket from under the wagon seat and climbed down to the ground.

He waded into the icy water of the crick and scooped up a bucketful. Then he walked to the wagon, with the sharp stones cutting at his bare feet, and poured the water into one of the tubs. The whole bucketful seemed scarcely to cover the tub’s bottom.

Scoop…pour…scoop…pour…scoop…pour…Time after time Adam lifted buckets of water, until his shoulders felt as if they were being pierced by a white-hot iron bar. By the time all the tubs were filled, the sweat was dripping from his chin, and his feet were almost numb from the cold crick water.

Then there was the return trip to make. Again there were jokes and catcalls from the villagers; and then, just as he approached the farm, one wagon wheel hit a rock, jarring the filled tubs. Water sloshed loudly onto the wagon bed and then poured down into the dirt. Where once the tubs had been full to the top, now they were almost a third empty. One third of Adam’s work, soaking into the dry earth.

“Consarn!” he muttered angrily.

Pa was in the front yard, pacing back and forth next to a white-haired little man who was slender as a reed and looked to be a hundred years old. In each palm-up fist, the old man gripped one prong of a forked applewood branch some three feet long. His eyes were glued to the spot where the prongs met and formed a kind of pointer that shook slightly as he walked.

“Stop and give the horses a rest, Adam,” said Pa as the wagon rolled up beside him. “Come and meet Uncle Poot.”

“Durnedest thing I ever seen,” Uncle Poot muttered as Adam climbed down from the wagon. “Seems like there should be water under this land. But I’ve covered every inch, and the rod didn’t twitch once.”

Adam looked curiously at the branch in Uncle Poot’s hands. “It don’t seem possible,” Adam said, “to find water under the ground with just an old stick.”


“It ain’t hard,” Uncle Poot replied. “For those of us who have the gift.”

“The gift?”

“The dowsing gift, boy. Only one person in a thousand—mebbe two thousand—has it, the way I do. Without the gift, a man could tote this stick over the whole state of Maine and never know when there was water right under his feet.

“But you can find the water, huh?”

“Dang tootin’ I can! When I walk over an underground stream holding the prongs of my dowsing rod, t’other end of it will twist down and point to water like a fish pole when a trout hits the lure.”

“Are you ever wrong?” asked Adam. “Does the stick ever point when there isn’t any water?”

“Never,” said Uncle Poot. “Why, didn’t I dowse Luke Jenks a well right in his backyard after he’d sunk four dry holes looking for water? Ten feet down in the spot I pointed was water enough for him, and the neighbors on either side as well. And Dan’l Pitt had near given up finding water, but I dowsed it for him.”

Then the old man shrugged. “But there’s got to be water there for me to find it. And there’s none under this farm. Sorry, Mr. Fiske.”


“It ain’t your fault, Uncle Poot,” said Pa with a sigh.

The dowser man started to walk off. But Adam had an idea.

“Uncle Poot,” he said, “could I have that dowsing rod?”

“This old stick?” Uncle Poot held the branch out to Adam. “Take it and welcome. I can cut me another anytime. But don’t expect it to find water for you. The power’s not in the dowsing rod, but in the person holding it.”

“Maybe I have the dowsing gift, Uncle Poot.”

“Mebbe,” the dowser man replied doubtfully. “But it ain’t likely. The gift’s a rare thing.”

With that, Uncle Poot shuffled off down the path. Adam grasped the prongs of the branch and slowly walked the length of the yard. The stick bobbed slightly at each step, but never did it twist and point to the ground the way the dowser man had described.

“Face it, Adam,” said Pa. “We’ll be hauling water until it rains.”

At supper that evening, Ma brought up something that had been on her mind for some time. “I’d like to grow flowers outside the kitchen window,” she said. “They’d be pleasant to look at.”

“Flowers need a heap of water,” said Pa. “How ’bout it, Adam? You’d be the one doing the hauling.”

At first Adam felt like saying no. But one extra trip a week to the crick wasn’t much more than he was doing already. And if it’d make Ma happy…

“Flowers would be kind of pretty out there,” he said. “What kind were you thinking of, Ma?”

“Some morning glories and a rosebush or two,” she said. “And maybe you could make a fence, Adam. For the flowers to climb on.”

“Now hold on,” said Adam in mock sternness. “Flowers are one thing, but a fence is another. Especially if I’ve got to make it.”

“Well, if you don’t think…”

“I was just joshing you, Ma,” said Adam with a chuckle. “I’ll make your fence, first thing tomorrow. It won’t take any time at all.”

By the time the chores were done after supper, Adam was bone tired. He went to bed early. But his shoulders ached from scooping water, and he just couldn’t fall asleep. He punched his pillow angrily. He and Ma and Pa worked hard on the farm. It was a shame they could barely scratch out a living. All because they had no water!

He tossed and turned in bed, staring first at the little table in the corner and then out the open window, where the full moon was just clearing the horizon, and finally at the open door of his closet.

A ray of moonlight came through the window, and the closet door seemed to glow in the dark. There, hanging on a hook, were the pants he’d worn to the Church Social yesterday.

The Church Social—Thaddeus Blinn. What had the sign said?

I can give you whatever you ask for.

“I don’t think you can deliver on this one, Mr. Thaddeus Blinn,” Adam whispered into the still air. “But where’s the harm in trying?”

He got out of bed, Walked barefoot to the closet, and searched through the pants pockets. There, all crumpled and wrinkled, was the card with the red spot. Smoothing it as best he could against the back of the door, Adam pressed his thumb against the spot.
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“I wish…” he began. “I wish we had water all over this farm. Enough for washing and cooking and drinking and for the crops, and…and with plenty to spare, too!”

He felt his thumb grow warm against the spot and dropped the card to the floor. He went to the window and looked out. Everything seemed as it had always been. He listened. No sound of gurgling water.

“I guess my wish is too much even for the great Wish Giver,” he said glumly as he got back into bed. “No water. Tarnation!”








 




When Adam woke up Tuesday morning, his first thought was that he didn’t have to go to school until the end of the week, when tests began.

Then he remembered the wish he’d made last night. He dressed quickly, gulped his breakfast, and rushed outside to see if maybe…

The sun hung in the sky like a big shiny brass disc, and the yard around the house was cracked and dusty from lack of water. “I guess my wish ain’t going to come true,” he murmured to himself.

“What wish, Adam?” There was Ma, back from the barn with an empty feed dish in her hand.

“Nothing, Ma. Now where was it you wanted your fence set up?” Adam was flustered that Ma’d heard his talk about wishing. He was too old for such nonsense.

“Just here under the window,” Ma replied. “No, the house will shade it from the afternoon sun. Perhaps there by…or maybe off to the side where it can be seen from the porch…. Then again, it could go…oh, I don’t know, Adam. Where do you think it should go?”

Adam grinned and shook his head. It did beat all, the trouble Ma had making up her mind when she was doing something to please herself. She could spend an hour just deciding whether to pay a visit to her neighbor, Mrs. Jenks, and when it came to choosing fabric for a new dress, she’d stand in Stew Meat’s store all morning, sorting through the bolts of cloth until she found one that was exactly right.

But running the farm was another thing altogether. “Edward, you get the horses to the blacksmith before you do another thing,” she’d tell Pa, like a general giving orders. Or, “Adam, the beans need cultivating. Right now!” And Pa and Adam would obey, figuring Ma was. seldom wrong about when farm work had to get done.

Adam knew how to get Ma to make up her mind. “Why don’t you put the fence over there?” he said, pointing to the one spot that didn’t get any sun all day long.

“Oh, you men!” Ma answered. “Any fool can see the best spot is there on the corner, where we can see the flowers from two sides of the house. That’ll do nicely.” She picked up Uncle Poot’s dowsing rod from where Adam had dropped it and scratched a line in the dusty earth.

Adam paced the length of the line. He calculated that five fence posts would do, and he scuffed the dirt with his heel at the places he’d dig them.

He made the five holes with a spade. Each hole was about two feet deep. “You’re making too much work for yourself, Adam,” Ma told him. “Are you trying to go all the way down to China?”

“I want them posts to stay put,” Adam said. “Not blowing over in the first strong wind.” The earth at the bottom of each hole was as dry as that on the surface. If the whole farm was like that, it’d be a bad year for the crops unless they got watered soon. He’d have to make another trip to Spider Crick after lunch.

Adam leaned on the spade, resting. He looked about the dusty yard and down toward the hollow where the barn was. Then his eyes lit on the dowsing rod.

He picked it up. Just a thin, two-pronged branch of applewood, he thought. How had Uncle Poot held it?

He bent his arms at the elbows and gripped a prong in each upturned palm. The small stub of wood at the crotch stuck out ahead as if pointing the way to go. Adam took one step. Another.

Suddenly the prongs started twisting and turning in Adam’s hands like live things. The pointer jerked straight down, and the branch’s bark wrinkled and split as the dowsing rod bent into an arc.

Adam tried yanking up against whatever force was pulling on the stick. It was impossible. The stick had a life of its own, and it insisted on pointing to the soil at Adam’s feet.

Adam loosed his grip on the dowsing rod, and it dropped to the ground. There it lay, no longer curved, but just a forked stick from an ordinary apple tree. Adam was scared stiff.

Gingerly he picked up the dowsing rod. Hot as the day was, he could feel cold sweat on his forehead. He walked to the other end of the yard.


Again he grasped the two prongs of the stick, just as he’d seen Uncle Poot do it. He took a single step forward.

Once more the pointer jerked toward the ground, almost as if an invisible hand had reached out of the earth and pulled at it. Adam could feel the skin on his hands being rubbed raw. With a mighty effort he hurled the stick from him, watching it turn into a lifeless bit of wood in midair.

Uncle Poot’s words popped into Adam’s head: “When I walk over an underground stream holding the prongs of my dowsing rod, t’other end of it will twist down and point to water like a fish pole when a trout hits the lure.”

Adam gasped. He had the dowsing gift himself! Or did he?

The yard all about him was as dry and parched as it had ever been. There couldn’t be water under there.

So what had caused the dowsing rod to jerk and point? He decided to try again.

The branch began to twist in his hands as soon as he took his first step with it. He crisscrossed the yard several times. Wherever he went, the stick yanked itself toward the ground like a pointing finger.

“Ma!” Adam dropped the rod and ran pell-mell toward the house. “Ma!”

Mrs. Fiske came to the kitchen door. “What are you howling about, Adam?” she asked. “Are you hurt or something?”

“I think I found water, Ma,” Adam crowed. “Water under the whole yard. The dowsing rod points down wherever I go.”

“Then why didn’t Uncle Poot find it yesterday?” Ma replied with a snort. “All the water on this farm wouldn’t give a cricket a good drink. Get inside and put the plates out, Adam. Pa’ll be here directly, and he’ll be hungry.”

“But Ma…only water could make the rod bend the way it did,” said Adam. “Uncle Poot said so.”

“You’re talking nonsense, Adam. I think the heat’s got to you. Go in the parlor and rest. I’ll get things ready here.”

“But…”

“That’s enough. Do as I say.”

Adam plodded into the parlor. He wondered how he could get Ma to—


POP

He heard a sound like somebody’d taken a huge cork out of a gigantic bottle. Then there was another sound, this one a wet, liquid hissing.

FSSSHHHHH

Adam heard the sounds a second time.

POP FSSSHHHHH

And a third! A fourth! A fifth!

POP FSSSHHHHH

POP FSSSHHHHH

POP FSSSHHHHH

Before he even had time to wonder what had caused the strange noises, his mother called Loudly. “Adam! Close the windows in there! Heaven be praised, it’s starting to rain!”

Through the parlor window, Adam saw the parched yard and the clear blue sky and the fiery ball that was the sun. “It sure ain’t raining on this side of the house!” he yelled back.

He still heard the hissing. FSSSHHHHH

“Adam, come help me! The curtains are getting soaked!”

He ran to the kitchen. Large drops of water were spattering in through the open window over the sink, and he could hear water drumming onto the roof and gurgling through the gutter pipes on its way to the big cistern in the cellar.

Adam dashed out onto the back porch. He couldn’t believe what he saw!

From each of the fence post holes he’d dug, water was gushing forth as if spewed from a fire hose. Up. Up. Higher than the house the silvery liquid spouted, forming five columns that glittered as the sunlight caught them. At the top of each column the water spread out in all directions, so that there appeared to be five watery umbrellas at the corner of the house.

“Water!” Adam cried as he ran under the falling drops. There he stood, getting soaked to the skin and laughing out loud. “Water!”

There was an awed gasp from behind him. Adam turned about.

Pa was gazing at the spouts with wonder in his eyes. Then Ma rushed out of the kitchen. “Never in my life have I seen it rain as hard as—”

She caught sight of the five spurting columns and fell silent, her mouth gaping.
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“It’s real water,” said Pa over the sound of the hissing spouts. “Out there in the cornfield, I thought I was going soft in the head.”

“What happened in the cornfield, Edward?” Ma asked.

“I jabbed a hoe in the ground,” Pa replied, “and water started coming out of it. Not just running along the ground, but shooting right up in the air. Like those spouts, but nowhere near as big. I thought I was addled from too much sun or else coming down sick. Anyhow, I poked another hole, and water came up out of that one, too. In all my life I never saw the like of it. It can’t be happening. It just can’t be….”

“But it is!” cried Adam. “We finally got water on this here farm.”

“It’s more’n a little strange,” said Pa. “Still, it’d be a shame not to use what’s been provided. I plan on jabbing more holes, so’s I can water all the crops. Adam, tote the tubs up here and fill ’em. No telling how long the water will keep spouting.”

But the water didn’t stop. By the middle of the afternoon all the crops had been given a good drink, and every tub and pot and kettle on the place was filled with water. Runoff from the gutters had filled the big iron cistern in the cellar, and Adam had to unhook the pipe that led inside so the water could run off into the yard.

At bedtime that evening the water was still gushing forth as strong as ever. It hissed from the five holes and pattered loudly on the roof. “I hope that noise won’t keep us awake,” said Ma.

“The sound of that water is better’n the sweetest music I ever heard,” said Pa. “I plan on sleeping like a log tonight.”

Adam smiled a sleepy smile as he lay on his bed that night. Water—gurgling in the gutters and spattering to the ground and making the plants grow. No more hauling the tubs down to Spider Crick and filling ’em up and hauling ’em back again. Everything seemed just about as perfect as it could be.

With a contented sigh, he fell asleep.
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That night Adam had a dream. He was standing in the icy cold water of Spider Crick, scooping up one bucketful after another as he tried to fill a hundred huge tubs on a wagon as large as the Coven Tree Village Green.

Suddenly something coiled about his ankles. He tried to reach the bank of the crick, but the thing pulled him farther into the dark waters. His legs were jerked viciously. He felt himself falling. Shivering and shaking, he tumbled….

Adam woke up. The morning sun shone through the window, but he still felt cold. The hissing of the waterspouts outside and the rumble of water hitting the roof were almost drowned out by the chattering of Adam’s teeth.

Drip…drip…drip…drip…


He sat up and looked at the foot of the bed. The blankets there were soaked with water, and the wet cloth was wrapped tightly about his ankles. On the ceiling was a large damp spot. He watched another drop of water collect in the center of the spot and then fall onto the foot of the bed.

The roof was leaking.

Quickly Adam got up. He found a bucket in the broom closet and brought it back to his room. Moving the bed aside, he put the bucket under the drip. As he started to get dressed, the ting…ting of the falling drops added itself to the sounds of the gushing spouts and the water on the roof.

Ma had oatmeal ready in the kitchen. “There’s a leak in the roof,” Adam told her as he ate. “Somewhere over my room.”

“I wouldn’t wonder,” said Ma. “The water was spurting out all night. Our roof has had more water on it in a single day than rain would bring in ten years. I couldn’t sleep with all the noise.”

“Maybe Pa and I could fix the leak,” Adam said.

“Your Pa’s got other things on his mind. Look.”

Adam went to the window. The water from the spouts had washed out a gully that led down to the hollow where the barn was. The barn looked different now, too. It seemed to sit on a smooth, flat surface that reflected the sunlight in glittering waves.

There was a pool of water down there. The barn was flooded!

“Pa’s trying to get the mess cleaned up,” said Mrs. Fiske. “You’d best go help him, Adam. If the water doesn’t stop soon, I don’t know what’s to become of us.”

Adam pulled on his high boots and then splashed his way to the barn. Pa was standing near the stalls, talking softly to the horses.

The whole floor of the barn was underwater. In one corner, two full sacks of grain were now soggy lumps of mush. The ducks seemed happy enough, paddling about from the stalls to the granary to the threshing floor like a squadron of tiny boats and quacking joyfully. The chickens perched on the edge of the hayloft, where Pa had set them. They ruffled their soaked feathers with furious clucks and generally acted as mad as…well, as mad as wet hens.

“First,” Pa told Adam, “you take the horses to the Jenks farm while I see if any of the grain is dry enough to be worth saving. Then we’ll carry the tools and such up to the hayloft. That’s well above the water—at least for now.”

The work in the barn took most of the morning. Pa had moved all the dry grain by the time Adam got back from the Jenks farm. The two of them rescued most of the large tools from the steadily rising lake in the barn. But many of the smaller things—chains and snaffles and clevises and such—were lost beneath the water.

“I guess we’ve done about all we can,” said Pa finally. “But those spouts by the house are going as strong as ever, and the water coming out of them holes I poked in the fields doesn’t show signs of quitting either. It’s surely odd how the water just keeps coming and coming. The whole farm is drenched.”

“The crops won’t die, will they?” Adam asked fearfully.

“Hard to tell,” Pa answered. “Right now they’re just getting a good drink. But they’ll either be drowned or go rotten if the water doesn’t stop soon. It does beat all how the water’s just on this place. Once it reaches the end of our land, it just disappears down into the ground.”

“But what’ll we do if we lose the crops, Pa?”


“We’ll make do somehow. Right now I’ve got more on my mind than a few bushels of corn.”

“Like what, Pa?” What could be worse than having all the crops die? Adam wondered.

“Look there, Adam. D’you see all that higher ground around the house and the barn? Our buildings are down in a kind of hollow. And if that hollow fills with water—”

“Pa!” Adam gasped. “We’d be living in the middle of a lake!”

Pa nodded. “If the water doesn’t let up in the next day or so, the only thing that’ll be comfortable in our front parlor is fish. I figure on staying put as long as possible, but we just might have to leave the farm before we’re drowned out.”

“Leave the farm, Pa? That’d be awful!”

“We won’t have much choice unless the water lets up. And don’t carry on so. I bought this farm, and I can buy another. It’ll take a few lean years while we save up the money, but we’ve seen bad times before, and I guess we’ll weather this one all right.”

Then Pa waved a warning finger. “Not a word to Ma about this, Adam. No sense getting her upset just now. Maybe the water’ll stop, and we’ll have done all this worrying for nothing.”


But as the day wore on, the water kept on gushing up out of the ground. Every few minutes Adam would peek out the kitchen window. The pond around the barn was deeper every time he looked. It crept closer and closer to the house like some hungry monster.

Toward the middle of the afternoon Adam looked out and saw a small knot of people standing on the high ground overlooking the house and barn. “Pa,” he said. “Folks are coming out from town to see what’s going on.”

“I reckon I’d do the same if I was one of them,” said Pa in a tired voice. “Go out and see ’em if you like, Adam. I’m weary from all that work this morning. I’ll just sit here and keep myself company.”

Adam wanted to find out what other people thought about the spouting water. As he walked up the hill to the high ground, he heard Jonas Colby, the stationmaster, arguing loudly with Wilbur Baldwin, who taught science at the high school. Mr. Colby was used to winning his arguments.

“Consarn it, Wilbur!” he was saying. “You can talk until you’re blue in the face about underground rivers and rock strata and all that rubbish. But how in tarnation do you explain them things?” He poked a finger in the direction of the five spouts.

“Wells…called artesian wells…sometimes come up…” began Mr. Baldwin.

“I don’t give a hoot if every artist in the world has got a well,” interrupted Mr. Colby with a cackling laugh. “There’s nothing in any of your almighty science books to explain how water can be shooting up out of the ground like that. Admit it. Here’s one thing you don’t know beans about.”

“No, I don’t,” replied Mr. Baldwin. “But that doesn’t mean—”

“Maybe we’re just seeing things, huh? Maybe them things ain’t really there, flooding out the barn.” Then Mr. Colby dug his elbow playfully into Mr. Baldwin’s ribs. “Or how about this, Wilbur—maybe it’s magic!”

At the word magic, Adam’s stomach seemed to turn to jelly. The Church Social…Thaddeus Blinn…the wish card…He remembered all of these. Just as clearly, he suddenly remembered his own wish:


I wish we had water all over this farm.

“All over this farm”—that’s what he’d said. But he’d only meant—

“Adam?”

It was Sven Hensen, the blacksmith. Sven was more than six feet tall, and as thick and hard as a full-grown oak tree. Once Adam had seen him lift two steel anvils off the ground without even sweating.

“Iss all dat water givin’ you and your pa trouble, Adam?” Sven asked.

Adam nodded his head.

“You vant I should cap dem spouts so you don’t get no more water?”

“Could you really do that, Mr. Hensen?” Adam couldn’t believe there was a way to turn the spouts off.

“Sure. I show you.” Sven took mighty strides toward the house, with Adam trotting close behind. The blacksmith found a washtub on the back porch. “Dis’ll do joost fine,” he said.

Sven walked to the nearest spouting column, paying no attention to the water that was pouring down on him. He lifted the tub high above his head.

“YAAAHHHHH!” Sven’s shout rang in Adam’s ears as the blacksmith brought the tub down over the spout. He leaped onto the tub’s bottom and raised both hands above his head.

“Look there!” called somebody on the hill. “Sven Hensen has capped the first spout!”

Now there were only four columns of water. “Come, you people!” Sven ordered. “You drive stakes deep in ground around tub. Den you tie down tub with rope and…Ohhhhhh!”

Before anyone could obey, a rumbling came from deep underground. Sven, still standing on the tub, began to rise into the air. Water shot out of the ground, pushing the tub higher. The blacksmith was above the porch roof before the tub slid off the column of water. Both Sven and the tub came crashing back to earth with a thud and a clang.

“Mr. Hensen!” cried Adam in alarm. “Are you all right?”

Sven sat up, looked about, shook his head, and got to his feet.

“I joost get wind knocked out from me,” he said. “But dat water’s powerful strong, Adam. I’m strongest man in Coven Tree. If I can’t put cap on dem spouts, nobody else can do it neither.”


Sadly, Adam made his way back to the house. For the rest of that day, he and Ma and Pa sat without saying a word, simply watching the water come closer and closer. They all knew the farm was as good as lost. But nobody wanted to talk about it.

By suppertime, Adam had worked up his courage to tell Pa about the terrible wish he’d made. “Pa,” he began, “when I was at the Church Social last Saturday, I saw a little man in a white suit. He told me…”

“Adam, be still!” ordered his mother sharply. “Your pa’s in no mood to hear about your frivolous goings-on.”

“But Ma, I—”

“That’s enough, Adam!” Ma whacked his wrist hard with her teaspoon. Adam couldn’t remember another time when Ma had struck him in anger.

“I’ll be quiet, Ma,” he said in a whisper.

Later, as he was getting ready for bed, Adam heard a new noise above the hissing of the spouts and the drumming on the roof and the tink-tink of the drip from the ceiling. It was water, running and trickling as if into a still pool. But the sound was coming from just underneath the floor on which his bed sat.

Pa appeared at the door of his room, holding a lantern.

“The water’s reached the cellar windows,” he told Adam. “It’s coming inside now. Tomorrow we’ll have to move out.”








 




When Adam got up Thursday morning, he looked out the window first thing. There was a big lake all around the house, lapping against the foundation. Much of the barn was underwater. The five spouts were gushing as strong as ever, and the drumming sound on the roof was loud in Adam’s ears.

Quickly he pulled on his clothes and went into the kitchen. The roof there was leaking now—leaking badly. Pails and pots and pans were all over the floor, each one catching its own drip from the ceiling. Ma stood at the stove. She was wearing her black rubber raincoat and hat, and in one hand she held an open umbrella. With the other she flipped an egg in the skillet. A drop of water hit the umbrella, rolled off, and hissed as it hit the hot stove.

“You shouldn’t be cooking this morning,” Adam told her. “We could get along without breakfast this once.”

“I’ve cooked breakfast at this stove every day since your pa built this house,” she replied. “I’m not about to give it up now, even if it is our last day here.”

In her own way, thought Adam, Ma could be just as stubborn as Pa.

“Ahoy, the house!” Adam heard Pa cry from somewhere outside. “Ready yourselves. Captain Fiske is coming into harbor!”

Ma threw open the back door, and Adam saw a sight stranger than he’d ever expected. There was Pa, soaked to the skin, standing on what looked to be some kind of a raft. The frame was heavy wooden beams, notched at odd places. Underneath, a barrel was fastened at each corner to make the craft float high in the water, and the whole thing was tied together with cords, baling wire, and heavy ropes. Pa stood at the rear with a long pole in his hands, using it to push the raft ahead.

“This here’s parts of the chickenhouse and the horse stalls,” he said. “I had to tear apart a few things down in the barn to get what I needed.”

“It…it’s a fine raft, Pa,” said Adam.

“The water’ll rise and flood the first floor in a few hours,” said Pa. “We’ll have to raft the furniture and such to high ground while there’s still time.” He pointed toward where a little hill marked the beginning of the Jenks farm.

“Before we start,” said Adam, “let me tell you about the wish…and the little man at the Church Social…and—”

“No time for idle chitchat now, Adam,” said Pa. “The water’s coming up fast, and we’ve got to get a move on. I’ll sail this thing around to the front, where those spouts won’t be dropping water on us. You go through the parlor and unlock the door for me. Toot! Toot!” Pa pretended to pull on the rope of a boat whistle.

“How that man can make jokes at a time like this is beyond me,” Ma told Adam.

He opened the front door just as Pa poled his way around the corner of the house. Pa threw Adam a rope, and between them they soon had the raft bobbing just outside the door.

“The davenport goes first,” Pa said. “And maybe one of those straight chairs. We can’t put too much on at once or we’ll capsize.”


He and Adam loaded the raft, and off they floated toward the hill. Once ashore, they unloaded and began poling back for a second load. It was slow going, with the raft wallowing in the water like a tired walrus.

The beds took two trips, and once Pa’s overstuffed chair almost slid into the water. They took Ma herself over to the hill in the middle of a load of pots and pans and knickknacks. Back and forth they went for hours. Finally, the only thing left was the big cookstove in the kitchen.

Adam gripped the stovepipe where it went through the wall and twisted. As the pipe came loose, a cloud of soot poured down over his head and shoulders.

“Phooo!” Adam snorted. “Pa, I’m covered with—”

“You can wash later,” Pa told him. “There’s water aplenty. Right now we’ve got to get this stove out of here.”

The stove was heavier than anything else in the house, and Adam had all he could do to carry his end. Just as they got it on board the raft, they heard a loud SLUUUSH as the rising water came in through the front door and up from the cellar, covering the floorboards.
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“The house is sinking!” cried Pa. “Shove off, Adam.”

They were still some twenty feet from the hill that marked the beginning of dry land when…

CRACK

“What’s that, Pa?” whispered Adam in a frightened voice.

“I don’t know. It…”

CRACK

“The raft’s breaking up!” Adam cried. “The stove’s too heavy. Faster, Pa! Faster!”

They both pushed harder with their poles, but it was too late.

CRACK CRUNCH

The whole raft came apart. The stove broke through the deck and sank like a rock. The side of the raft tipped up, dumping Adam and Pa into the cold water.

“Swim, Edward!” called Ma from shore. “Adam, swim! Swim for your lives. You can’t drown now. Help, somebody. Help!”

“Sarah, will you stop that caterwauling?” yelled Pa. His roars of laughter rang out across the water. “The water here only comes up to our waists.”


By the time the household goods had been arranged on shore, two or three wagons were coming up the road from town. The good folks of Coven Tree weren’t about to stand by idly when a neighbor was in trouble. Whole families began arriving. The men and boys offered help in moving the furniture away from the shore of the lake, and the women and girls brought food enough for an army and offers of spare rooms where the Fiskes could stay.

But Pa would have none of it. “We’ll just camp out here,” he told Mayor Tubbs. “A little hard luck ain’t going to make us lose heart. A man ain’t licked until he hollers ‘uncle.’”

“But it’ll be dark soon,” said the mayor. “Isn’t there anything we can do?”

“Yes, sir, there is. I’d be obliged if you’d just leave us alone for a bit to sort things out.”

The villagers left then. As the sun settled down on the western horizon, the Fiskes were alone at the edge of the lake that had once been their farm. Pa built a small fire and opened a can of beans with the axe. Ma spread blankets on the ground to sit on as they ate. The only sounds were the hissing of the waterspouts and the patter of water on flooded fields.


Adam took a deep breath. “Pa?”

“What?”

“It was me, Pa. I’m the one who done it!”

“Done what, Adam?”

Adam began his story. He told of the Church Social and Thaddeus Blinn and the card and the wish he’d made and what that wish had turned into. When he finished he sat silently, waiting for Pa to roar out his anger or thrash him with a stick or…or…

“It don’t seem possible,” murmured Pa softly.

He walked to the shore and dabbled the toe of one shoe in the water. “It don’t seem possible,” he repeated. “I never thought to see something like this in a dozen lifetimes…and all from one little wish. Still, it’s happening. So it must be magic.”

“Ain’t—ain’t you going to get mad, Pa?” Adam asked.

“Because you made a wish, Adam?” Pa replied. “I must have made the same wish a hundred times in years past. The only difference was, I didn’t have the card with the red spot. But if I’d had it, I’d have used it, same as you. No, Adam, I’m sad that our farm is gone. But I’m not angry with you. Wishing that things were better is something all people do.”

Adam felt a sense of relief wash over him. It was good to have the whole story out in the open, and not bottled up inside anymore. And Pa…Pa wasn’t even angry with him.

It was quite dark now, and as Adam looked up the valley he saw a light go on at the Jenks farm. And another light at the Bingham place. Then the watchman at the sawmill put a lantern in the window, and a soft glow from Doc Rush’s office showed he was working late.

Four lights—four little spots in the darkness.

Suddenly Adam got to his feet. “Four!” he whispered. “There’s four!”

“We see the lights, too,” his mother answered, “But what—”

“I have something I have to be doing,” said Adam, his voice quivering with excitement. “I won’t be long. Pa…Ma…you wait right here.”

“Adam, where are you off to?” Pa asked.

But there was no answer. For by then Adam was running with long strides around the edge of the lake and toward the road that led into Coven Tree.








EPILOGUE

At Stew Meat’s Store







 

 

Hello. It’s me again—Stew Meat.

As you’ve seen, within a few short days after they’d accepted those cards from Thaddeus Blinn, all three of those young folks—Polly Kemp and Rowena Jervis and Adam Fiske—had gotten themselves into deep trouble. Oh, maybe they’d learned a few things from what had happened when they’d wished unwisely, but I’d rather tell my story and leave the teaching to others. Let’s just say they all paid a high price indeed for having their wishes come true.

Polly couldn’t say a harsh word to anyone, no matter how necessary it was to speak out, without jug-a-ruming like a bullfrog for the next half hour or so. Rowena had a stubby sycamore tree in the grove out back of her place, and in the knots and scars on its trunk she could still see the terror-filled face of Henry Piper. And Adam Fiske and his family were without a home now that the house and barn were flooded and the whole farm had water pelting down on it.

But as hopeless as their plights seemed, I guess for every problem there’s a solution of some kind. And that’s what brings me back into the story again.

It was Thursday evening following the Saturday of the Church Social. I’ve found it’s good business to keep my store open late toward the end of the week so the farmers roundabout can buy in the evenings what they haven’t time to shop for during the day. And even at nine o’clock I have to shoo the hangers-on out into the street so I can lock up and balance my ledgers.

I’d just closed the big front door after Dan’l and Jenny Pitt and was about to slide the bolt home when I heard a sound behind me. I turned around to see who it was.

There was Polly Kemp, peering out from behind a hardware display in the far corner.

I opened my mouth to tell her to skedaddle, but before I could get a word out, the front door banged open again, and in rushed Rowena Jervis.

Right behind her was somebody else, too. Adam Fiske, of course, panting and gasping for breath like he’d run all the way from Boston.

“What in tarnation are you three doing here after hours?” I asked. I was annoyed, no two ways about it. It had been a long day, and I was tired.

Still, in the past half week or so I’d heard and seen some mighty strange happenings that involved those three. So my annoyance was tempered by curiosity.

“I…I have to see you, Stew Meat,” said Rowena nervously. “It’s awful important.”

“Me too,” said Adam. “It just can’t wait.”

“But I was here first,” snapped Polly. “Who do you two think you are, coming in here and…?” Then she gave a little shake of her head and closed her mouth right quick.

“The three of you, all wanting me?” I asked. “Can’t it wait until tomorrow morning?”

“No!” All three of ’em cried out like they were singing in chorus, and I knew it had to be something serious. So I had ’em sit down on crates while I took the old swivel chair by the stove.

“Now then,” I said. “What is it?”

With that, they all began talking at once, waving their hands in the air and each one trying to outshout the others.

“Hold it!” I bellowed. “Let’s get organized. Polly, you first. Then Rowena. And then Adam.”

So they told me their stories—just the way they’re set down here.

When they’d all finished, there wasn’t a more astonished man in the world than I was. I’d been dead wrong in laughing at the things Thaddeus Blinn had claimed. The Wish Giver could make dreams come true. But only on his own terms, of course.

“That Thaddeus Blinn,” I growled. “I should have known right off the kind of a creature he was. I thought there was something strange about his eyes. He was as evil as any witch or imp that ever came through these parts.

“But what do you want from me?” I asked finally. “I’m no wish giver.”

All three of ’em looked at one another for a moment. At length Rowena Jervis spoke up.

“Do you still have the card?” she asked me. “The one with the red spot?”


I nodded.

“You haven’t made a wish on it yet, have you?” Polly added.

Then it was clear to me. I was the only way they had of getting free of the trouble they’d made for themselves. I went to the cash register and pressed the No Sale lever. With a bong the drawer slid open. I reached way into the back. Amid a pile of bills and credit slips I found the card from Thaddeus Blinn.

“Now, Stew Meat,” Rowena said, “if you’d just press your thumb against the spot and say something like ‘I wish Henry Piper was a man again,’ I’d be ever so grateful.”

“Wait a minute!” cried Adam. “That big pond on our farm has got to—”

“Rowena Jervis, you are a selfish, inconsiderate lout!” yelled Polly at the same time. “And I think you ought to—

“JUG-A-RUM!”

At the sound of the frog’s croak, Adam and Rowena quieted down and just stared at Polly, who was clutching her throat. That allowed me to get a word in.

“You three are forgetting something,” I told them. “According to Thaddeus Blinn, I can use this card to wish for anything—anything at all. And I plan on making my wish right now.”

“But the water…” exclaimed Adam.

“Henry Piper…” Rowena put in.

“JUG-A-RUM!” added Polly.

I took the card in my right hand and pressed my thumb against the red spot. The store got all quiet then, with the three of ’em staring at the card as if it were a live thing that might bite.

“I wish…” I said. “Now I have to get this just right…I wish that all three of these young ’uns will have their wishes canceled out this very minute. And Mr. Blinn, I don’t want any of the misery that usually comes with such wishing, either.”

I felt the spot on the card grow warm—almost hot—beneath my thumb. At the same time those three all began jawing at one another again. And of course Polly Kemp was the loudest.

“JUG-A-RUM! JUG-A-RUM! JUG-A-RRrrreally think it’ll work, do you? I’m gonna be stuck for all time croaking like…”
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I never saw a more excited girl in my life. “I—I can talk again!” she cried joyfully. “It’s only been a couple of minutes since I said…And now I can talk!”

Then she turned to me. “’Scuse me, Stew Meat,” she said. “But I’ve got to see if the spell’s really broken. Now, I think you are the low-downest, cheatingest, short-weightingest old skinflint who ever lived in Coven Tree. And you are shiftless and no-account and…and…and oh, Stew Meat, I didn’t mean any of them things I said to you, but I had to see if I was over that croaking business. Thank you, Stew Meat. Oh, thank you!”

And with that she gave me a big kiss right on the cheek.

We found out later that at just the same time Polly Kemp was calling me all those names, Rowena Jervis’s father and mother were sitting out on their back porch. Suddenly they heard a shout from the grove of trees at the far end of the yard, and then the sound of running footsteps. Mr. Jervis took up a lantern and went out to see who it was, but when he entered the trees he found nobody—just a scrap of paper on the ground. It was an order blank.

 

NEVERFAIL FARM IMPLEMENT COMPANY

—HENRY PIPER, SALESMAN—

 


And by the big pond that was his farm, Edward Fiske stood up and peered into the darkness. “Sarah!” he called to his wife. “Listen to that.”

“I don’t hear anything,” she replied in a sleepy voice.

“That’s just it—there’s nothing to hear. The spouts of water have stopped.”

 

Well, maybe some good did come of the wish cards after all. Polly Kemp spends a lot more of her time saying what she likes about people rather than what’s wrong with them—though she can still be pretty blunt with anyone who gets her dander up. She’s got a lot more friends in school now, too, and the Wickstaff twins haven’t dropped a snake down her back or thrown her in the crick for nearly three months.

Sam Waxman took Rowena Jervis to the husking bee this fall, and she’s stitching him a quilt with a Cupid’s bow design. And sometimes at meals, when they think nobody’s looking, the two of ’em hold hands under the table. Mr. Jervis says the way those two carry on, it’s enough to make a body sick to his stomach. But he smiles when he says it.

Adam Fiske? Well, the farm was a dead loss, more’s the pity. Once all that water soaked into the ground again, the place went back to being as dry as it ever was. Not a place to grow crops, that’s for sure.

But the Fiskes don’t care. Adam’s got himself a new calling that pays a lot better’n that ol’ farm ever did. He really does have the gift for being a dowser man, and now he and Uncle Poot are in business together, going throughout the county and locating water with forked sticks. Dowsing pays pretty well around these parts, and next year when Ed and Sarah Fiske start in to farming again, Adam’ll be able to buy ’em a place they can be proud of.

And that’s about all there is to my story. So I’ll end now, leaving you with just this one thought:

As far as I know, Thaddeus Blinn is still out there, roaming the highways and byways of this land of ours. So if you’re ever at a carnival or a fair or a community social and you meet a little fat man in a white suit, with a thick watch chain across his red vest…have a care!

Look closely at his eyes.

Especially if he tells you he can give you anything you ask for.


Before you take him up on his offer, think it over. Think very carefully.

Maybe there’s something else you’d rather spend fifty cents on.

 

THE END
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