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Introduction

Once upon a time when I was your age (and that was a very long time ago), my mother read me fairy tales at bedtime. And when she turned the lights out, I would wonder:

Why did the prince in “The Princess and the Pea” marry a princess who complained, obnoxiously, about a pea that was hidden under twenty mattresses? If she had been a true princess, she would have graciously thanked her hostess for a comfortable night’s lodging.

Why was Jack rewarded for being so dumb as to trade a cow for a handful of beans and so dishonest as to steal the giant’s golden goose and harp in “Jack and the Beanstalk”?

Why would the wolf in “Little Red Riding Hood” eat a sickly, old grandmother? Wouldn’t it have been a lot easier (and a lot tastier) to eat Little Red Riding Hood and the contents of her picnic basket when he met her in the woods.

What kind of fairy would try to kill an innocent child (“Sleeping Beauty”) just because she wasn’t invited to a Christening? That fairy wasn’t “upset”; she was homicidal.

Why were Cinderella, Snow White, Sleeping Beauty, and most other fairy tale “heroines” beautiful but helpless? Why did they always have to be rescued by a prince?

Why were the stepmothers in fairy tales, like “Cinderella” and “Snow White,” always so mean and nasty? (In real life, the stepmothers I knew were very nice.)

In short, traditional fairy tales seemed ridiculous and weird to me. They had been written long ago—before the invention of blue jeans, peanut M&Ms, Clearasil, and Star Wars—which is why they seemed so obsolete.

Now that I’m more or less grown up, I’ve decided to write and collect the kind of fairy tales I would have liked when I was a kid. This book contains ten delightfully newfangled fairy tales that will turn everything you remember about fairy tales upside down. For example, you’ll find:


	a prince who refuses to marry the crotchety “princess” who complains about a lumpy mattress;

	a wolf who would rather eat pizza than a sick, old grandmother;

	a clever princess who bribes a friendly dragon to throw a fight so she can marry the man she loves;

	a prince who saves Sleeping Beauty, Snow White, and Cinderella, but would rather get on with his career as a clothing designer than settle down with any of them.



The stories in this book are entirely unlike the predictable fairy tales you’ve read or seen on TV hundreds of times. I hope you enjoy them.
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Bruce Lansky


Little Bad Wolf and Red Riding Hood

BY TIMOTHY TOCHER

No one had seen Big Bad Wolf for a week since the morning he’d gone hunting along the new road through the forest.

“Son,” he’d said to Little Bad Wolf, “this road is just what we need. People always have plenty of food, and now they’ll be bringing it right into the forest. Why, tricking them out of food is easier than catching a three-legged rabbit. I’ll be back tonight with enough food to last us a week!”

But he hadn’t come back.

Mother Wolf had been against the plan from the start. She had many relatives who’d lost their lives dealing with people. Now, with winter approaching, she and Little Bad Wolf were alone and hungry.

“L. B., I’m not letting you leave this den until you promise to stay away from the road,” Mother Wolf said. “No matter what your father says, you can’t trust strangers.”

L. B. promised, but he had no intention of keeping his word. He sneaked away and crouched in the bushes alongside the road, ready to jump out and threaten anyone who came along. One look at his snarling fangs, and any traveler who knew anything about his father would surely part with that information.

At last he heard gravel crunching. He hunkered down in the bushes and practiced making fierce faces. As the footsteps drew nearer, he prepared to pounce. Then he heard a strange sound. The walker was sighing.

L. B. peeked through the bushes and saw a tiny figure dressed all in red, carrying a basket so huge and heavy that it nearly dragged on the ground.

As the little girl passed his hiding place, L. B. noticed a red hood hanging down her back. “What a weird outfit,” he thought.

Suddenly the girl stopped. To his surprise, she said, “I feel someone watching me! Come out, whoever you are, and help me carry this basket. There’s so much food in it that I can barely lift it.”

“Food!” thought L. B. “Dad was right!”

Licking his chops, L. B. stepped out of the bushes behind the girl. “Did you say your basket is too heavy, little girl?” he asked.

The little girl reached into her hood and pulled out a spray can. She wheeled around and pointed it at L. B.’s drooling muzzle. “Freeze, Buster!” she cried. “One move and you’re history!”

L. B. froze until he read the label on the can. Then his long snout stretched into a wolfy grin. “Oh please, little girl, don’t squirt me with cheese spread! I’ll have to spend all morning licking it off my fur.”

The little girl lowered the can in disgust. “Well, it was either that or bop you over the head with a pepperoni. I’m too young to carry weapons.”

“You don’t need weapons with me. What’s your name?”

“Everyone calls me Red Riding Hood, so you might as well, too. My mother got a deal on a bolt of red cloth, and she makes all my clothes from it. I talked her into adding this hood, hoping that she’ll use up the material before I’m thirty.”

“It’s a nice color,” said L. B., “but not for sneaking through the woods.”

“Well, I’ve told you my name. Now what’s yours? Or are you going to be as mysterious as the last wolf I met?”

“You met another wolf on this road?”

“Yup, about a week ago. I trudge this way every day—although my load was much lighter then. You still haven’t told me your name.”

“I’m L. B. Tell me: was this other wolf bigger than me?”

“Much bigger, L. B. He was a grownup, and you’re still a pup, right?”

“A young adult, Red. Where did this other wolf go after you saw him?”

“I have no idea. He asked me a hundred questions, then took off without saying good-bye.”

“That sounds like my dad. He’s been missing for a week. Did you ask him to help you?”

“I sure did.”

“And did he help?”

“No way! He said, ‘We’ve all got problems, Kid,’ and disappeared into the forest.”

“That had to be my father. Where are you taking all this food, anyway?”

“Ha! That’s the last thing your dad asked before he disappeared. Are you at least going to say good-bye if I answer?”

“I promise I’ll do all I can to help you if you’ll tell me what you told my dad,” said L. B.

“I told him that my poor, dear old granny was sick and that I was bringing her a basket of food from my mom. Then he asked where she lived. I showed him the map Mom drew, and zip! he was gone!”

“And Granny’s still sick?”

“It’s very strange. I bring her a basket each day, and she moans and groans like she’s dying. But then she gives me a list of food to bring, and it’s always enough to feed an army. I don’t know how an old lady who lies in bed all day can work up such an appetite. She eats like a—”

“Hold that thought, Red. Maybe I can help you out. Why don’t you bring your basket this far each day, and I’ll take it the rest of the way?”

“You would do that? But why?”

“I like you, Red. Not every kid would be so nice to an old lady. It shows you’ve got character.”

“Thanks, L. B. You’re sure different from your father. But there’s one more part to the job. Granny always gives me a list for the next day. Would you bring that back here?”

“Sure. I’ll leave the list right under that big rock by the roadside.”

“You’re the best, L. B.! I wish my mother could meet you. She always says, ‘Don’t talk to strangers, dear. Stay away from strangers, dear.’”

“My mom’s the same way! I had to promise to stay away from the road before I could even leave the den this morning.”

“Old people! Just because their generation can’t be trusted, they want us to be suspicious of everyone. How can I repay you for helping me?”

“When Granny gets better, maybe you could bring a snack now and then for my poor mother and me. She’s getting a little old to run down rabbits, and I haven’t quite gotten the hang of this hunting business yet. Dad was giving me lessons when he disappeared.”

“Poor L. B.! I’ve never had a father, so I know how you feel. It’s a deal. Let’s shake on it.”

Red stuck out her tiny hand, and L. B. shook it with his hairy paw.

“Just one more thing, Red. Are there other houses on Granny’s street?”

“Sure. Why?”

“Well, some folks act funny when they see a wolf in the neighborhood. How about lending me that red cloak so I can disguise myself when I leave the forest?”

“It’s yours, L. B. I’ve got a closet full of them,” sighed Red. She removed her cloak to reveal a red T-shirt and red pants. “Don’t ask, L. B. The garments you can’t see are red, too. I hate fabric sales!”

Happy to be free of her load, Red jogged off toward home. L. B. grunted as he picked up the basket. No wonder Red was dragging it! He had to see for himself the old lady who could eat this much in one day.

If only there were some way to lighten the basket. “Aha!” he thought and sat down in the shade of a roadside tree. He began to help himself to the goodies while he studied Red’s map.

When his stomach was full, L. B. grabbed the still-heavy basket and started toward Granny’s. At the edge of town, he donned the cloak, pulled on the hood, and headed down the street.

He wasn’t used to being around so many people, and he was sure that his disguise wouldn’t stand a close inspection. But no one seemed the least bit interested in him. People scurried this way and that, barely looking at each other.

At last he saw Granny’s house. He walked up the driveway and knocked timidly on the door.

“Is that you, Red Riding Hood?” called a strangely familiar voice.

“Yes, Grandmother,” L. B. rasped in his first-ever attempt at talking like a little girl.

“The door’s unlocked. Come on in.”

L. B. pushed and pulled at the door until he figured out how to turn the knob. Then he took a deep breath and went inside.

“Come back to my room, dear, and bring the basket. I’m too sick to get up.”

Even though the day was sunny, Granny’s bedroom was quite dark. She’d pulled all the shades. As L. B.’s eyes got used to the darkness, he could see the old lady lying in bed. The covers were pulled up almost to her eyes. On her head she wore a nightcap.

“Just leave the basket by the bed, dear, then feel free to run along. I don’t want you wasting your whole day on an old lady like me.”

“But how are you feeling, Granny?” asked L. B.

“About the same, dear. I hope you’re not catching something yourself. Your voice sounds different today.”

“Just a little cold, Granny—nothing to worry about. Let me feel your nose to see if it’s dry.”

Granny giggled. “That’s how you tell if an animal’s sick! People are sick when their foreheads are hot.”

“Oh yeah . . . that’s what I meant. Anyway, let me feel.”

“No, no, dear. I took my temperature just before you arrived, and it was perfectly normal.”

“I’ve forgotten, Granny—what is normal?”

“Oh, you know: not too hot, not too cold.”

“Let me look in your eyes, then, to see if they’re clear.”

“I’m fine, Red, really. Now just take my list from the table by the door, and I’ll see you tomorrow.”

L. B. turned as if to leave and pretended to drop the list on the floor. As soon as he was below Granny’s line of sight, he scooted to the foot of the bed. Reaching up, he groped under the covers until he found a pawful of bushy hair. Then he pulled it.

Out of the bed with a howl shot—not Granny—but his missing dad, Big Bad Wolf! He snarled at L. B., who calmly pulled off his hood and said, “Hi, Pop.”

“Why, you little rascal! What did you do with Red?”

“Sent her home. I’m her new delivery boy. Where’s Granny? Did you . . .?”

“No, no! Those old people are all skin and bones. They’re not worth eating. She was gone when I got here. She’d tacked this note to the door.”

Big Bad Wolf reached under the pillow and pulled out a sheet of paper bordered with fuzzy bunnies. He handed it to L. B., who read:

Dear Granddaughter,

Thank you for bringing me soup, but as you can see I’m not here to eat it. By the time you read this, I’ll be in an airplane. My doctor says the only way I’ll feel better is if I soak up some rays, so I’m off to Florida. Tell your mom I’ll see her in the spring!

Love,
Granny

“Doesn’t anybody stay with family anymore?” asked L. B.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Mom’s been worried sick, Pop. All she can think about is her brother who had so much trouble with that boy, Peter. And her uncle who lost his life on that pig farm. And you’ve been lying here stuffing your face!”

“You’ve got me all wrong, son. Granny’s got a huge freezer in the basement. I’ve been packing food into it all week.”

“What good is that, Pop? We can’t carry the freezer out of here, and sooner or later Red is bound to catch on.”

“I worry about that kid. She’s been here six times and still thinks I’m her granny. She must be as dumb as a rock. But come downstairs with me, L. B., and see what your old dad’s been doing.”

Big Bad Wolf led L. B. downstairs and opened Granny’s giant freezer. L. B. began to salivate. The freezer was crammed with roasts, sandwiches, stews, pizzas, cakes, and pies.

“Let’s eat, Pop! Then we’ll bring some food back to Mom.”

“Come here, boy.”

Big Bad Wolf squeezed behind the freezer and motioned for L. B. to follow. They stood peering into a hole in the earthen floor.

“I’ve started a tunnel leading to the woods. Once it’s finished, we can go in and out all winter, grabbing food whenever we’re hungry.”

“How far have you gotten, Dad?”

“Not far. The ground is as hard as a hunter’s heart. But together, I’m sure we’ll make better progress.”

Suddenly a blinding light filled the basement. Before the wolves could react, a bullhorn shrieked, “Come out from behind the freezer with your hands . . . er . . . paws up!”

The two wolves walked forward on their hind legs, with their front paws raised and shielding their eyes.

“Lie down on the floor and don’t move!” boomed the voice. The shocked wolves obeyed.

Mercifully, the light went out. Then Red’s voice said, “That’s them, officers: the two rats—I mean wolves— who tricked me.”

L. B. tried to smooth things over.

“Hi, Red! I found your missing food. My Pop and I are hiding down here to catch the crooks who are bothering Granny.”

“Save your breath, Furball, and read this.”

Red flicked a postcard across the room. It landed on the floor in front of the wolves’ snouts. They read:

Dear Red,

The weather is here; wish you were beautiful! (Just kidding!) I miss you, but this Florida sunshine is doing the trick. Your old granny feels like a kid again.

Not all my friends are so lucky, Red. I’m worried about my next-door neighbors. They’re stuck at home all winter, so I need a big favor. Could you and your mom bring them a daily basket? It would put my mind at ease.

Wait till you see the great bathing suit I’m bringing back for you. It’s bright red, your favorite color!

Love,
Granny

L. B. started to speak, but a harsh voice interrupted. “Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law.”

L. B. kept his snout to the ground, but raised his eyes. Two blue uniforms with shiny shoes, badges, and pistols towered over him and his dad. One officer was holding an enormous flashlight.

“Well, miss, we’ve got the big one on a ten-forty-three: impersonating a septuagenarian,” said the officer with the flashlight.

The other whispered in Red’s ear, “That means dressing like your granny.”

“And a six-eighteen: unlawful entry with intent to commit a felony,” continued the first officer.

“He broke into the house,” translated the second.

“And conspiracy to deceive, a seven-four-niner!”

“He tried to trick you,” explained the second officer.

“As for the little guy—” began the first officer.

“Stop!” shouted Red. “All I want to know is: what happens now?”

“Well,” said the second officer, “it’s reform school for the small one and prison for the big one. Wolves are pretty crafty, but they can’t get out of this.”

“And what happens to all the food in Granny’s freezer?” Red asked.

“It’s impounded as evidence!” thundered the first officer.

“That means—” began the second.

“That means it goes to waste,” said Red, “and the old couple next door goes hungry, unless my mother spends the whole winter cooking and I spend it dragging baskets through the woods. I’ve got a better idea.”

“The law is the law,” insisted the first officer. Red hoped the second officer might listen to reason.

“What if they admit they’re guilty? Could they get off with community service?”

“No way!” shouted the first officer. “I caught them red-pawed. They’re going to jail!”

“What’s your idea, Red?” asked the second officer.

“Why can’t they pay their debt to society by distributing all this food to people? These two can make sure no one in the neighborhood goes hungry.”

“Oh, great. We’ll be errand boys!” snarled Big Bad Wolf. But both he and L. B. knew this would be better than going to jail.

“It’s your choice, lady,” the first officer finally said. “But if these two miss one delivery, they’re mine!”

“Don’t worry, officer. I’ll give the neighbors my phone number. One complaint, and you can have these crooks.”

“Then we’ll also have them on a three-two-five: failure to satisfy a verbal agreement. I like it!”

At last Big Bad Wolf and L. B. were allowed to go back to the woods, their tails between their legs. They weren’t looking forward to explaining their new obligation to Mother Wolf.

The police officers asked Red if she needed a ride home.

“Thanks, officers, but I’m in no hurry. My mother is going to find me guilty of a one-two-thousand.”

“Gee, even I don’t know that one!” admitted the first officer.

“She told me once; she told me twice; she told me a thousand times not to talk to strangers!” sighed Red.


And So They Did

BY V. MCQUIN

Once upon a time a queen had triplets.

“THREE! THREE?” the king shouted.

“Three! Three?” the servants cried.

“Three,” the midwife said. And so there were.

“BOYS?” inquired the king.

“Boys?” asked the servants.

“Girls,” said the midwife. And so they were. The queen named them April, May, and June.

As the years passed, the three little princesses grew into beautiful young women. One day the king said, “It is time for you to think of marrying.”

“And wedding gowns, and wedding feasts, and wedding balls,” said the servants.

“Not to mention princes,” the queen said.

“Yes, princes,” said the king, “and there is the problem. You see, there is a slight shortage of princes this year.”

“A SHORTAGE OF PRINCES?” wailed the three princesses.

“How dreadful,” said the servants.

“Most unfortunate,” agreed the queen.

“I’m afraid so,” said the king. “There were some very fine princes, but it appears they’ve all been taken. One was swept up by a cleaning girl.”

“A CLEANING GIRL?” exclaimed the princesses.

“Impossible!” cried the servants.

“Of all the nerve,” said the queen.

“A cleaning girl,” said the king. “Named Cinder-something-or-other. Very nice and a hard worker, too. They say she had only rags to wear. Except for a pair of glass slippers. But she took the prince anyway.”

The king continued, “Another prince found some enchanted castle. Those are rather rare these days, but you do find one every now and again. Seems everyone had been asleep for years, including the king’s daughter, a real beauty. Without even knowing the girl, the prince fell in love. Woke her with a kiss.”

“A KISS! A KISS?” gasped the three princesses.

“My word!” exclaimed the servants.

“Of course,” said the queen.

“You know magic spells,” the king said. “If you can’t think of anything else to break them, a kiss will usually do the trick. Anyway, that prince was married before everyone could finish yawning.

“Another prince fell helplessly in love with a dead girl,” the king went on.

“WITH A DEAD GIRL?” shouted the three princesses.

“How frightful,” said the servants.

“Good heavens!” cried the queen.

“She wasn’t really dead,” the king said. “Another magic spell, you see. Her stepmother was a real witch. She couldn’t stand the poor girl and put a curse on her. Everyone thought she was dead. She was so beautiful, they kept her in a glass coffin. Good thing, too. The prince wandered by and fell in love. A kiss did the trick again. One more prince taken. Lovely for them, but you see how it creates a problem for us.”

“It’s a problem, all right,” said the princesses.

“And what a problem it is,” said the servants.

“Most perplexing,” the queen agreed.

Princess April stood up. “I will go and find a prince myself,” she said.

“FIND A PRINCE YOURSELF?” cried the king.

“Unheard of,” scolded the servants.

“Quite improper,” the queen agreed.

“I’m sure I can,” said April. “If a cleaning girl can find a prince, how hard can it be?”

“Well . . . ,” said the king, “I’ve heard a prince or two might be left in the northern countries. You could try there, I suppose.”

“I will leave at once,” said April. And so she did.

“What of you, May?” asked the king. “Will you seek out your prince, too?” asked the king.

“I hope you and Mother won’t mind terribly, but I’d really rather not find a prince at all.”

“NOT AT ALL?” shouted the king.

“Unthinkable,” said the servants.

“Have you lost your mind?” asked the queen.

“Not at all,” said Princess May. “I’ve never much liked being a princess. I’d prefer to be an ordinary sort of person and work in the gardens.”

“Well . . . I suppose two princesses are enough for any castle,” said the king.

“Indeed,” said the servants.

“Of course,” said the queen.

“And,” said Princess May, “there’s a nice young man who works in the gardens. I believe he would marry me if you said he could.”

And so they did.

“Well then, June, what of you?” asked the king.

“Oh,” said Princess June, “I think I’ll put an ad in the paper.”

“AN AD! IN THE PAPER?” cried the king, the queen, and the servants all at once.

“I’m quite happy being a princess,” said Princess June, “but I don’t want the hassle of searching for a prince. Therefore, I shall put an ad in the Castle Times. The ad will read:

WANTED: A PRINCE TO MARRY
PREFERABLY HANDSOME AND RICH
MUST BE WISE AND KIND
APPLY IN PERSON TO PRINCESS JUNE

“Well . . . ,” said the king, “it’s worth a try.”

“Perhaps,” said the servants.

“I’m not sure it’s wise,” said the queen.

“Sooner or later, a nice prince will answer my ad,” said Princess June. “Until then, I’m quite content to wait.”

“Very well,” said the king. “Write your ad.” And so she did.

It was not long before Princess April returned to the castle with a charming prince.

“Now then, April, tell us how you found this fellow,” said the king.

“It wasn’t easy, Father,” Princess April answered. “I traveled north until I reached a castle. A queen and her son lived in it, but they wouldn’t even talk about marriage. ‘Spend the night and we’ll talk in the morning,’ the queen said. The room was nice enough, but oh, the bed! I needed a ladder to climb into it. And was it ever lumpy! I couldn’t sleep a bit. I figured that since I was awake, and the prince didn’t seem very eager to marry me, I might as well move on. So I did.

“Of course, it was terribly dark out. I couldn’t see a thing. I ran right into the side of another castle. When I rang the bell, a horrid beast came to the door!”

“A BEAST! A HORRID BEAST?” cried the king.

“Shocking,” said the servants.

“Extraordinary,” said the queen.

“It was dreadful,” said Princess April. “You can be sure I didn’t stick around to find a prince there! I ran away as quickly as I could in the dark.

“Suddenly, I splashed right into a smelly pond. A poor frog talked to me. Or at least he tried. He had a raspy voice—hard to understand. I was tired, frightened, and soaked—I didn’t have time to listen to a croaky old frog.”

“That may have been a good time to try a kiss,” said the king.

“Ah . . . yes, indeed,” said the servants.

“Quite so,” said the queen.

“A kiss! Hmm . . . ,” said Princess April, “I never thought to kiss a frog. . . .”

“Not to worry, my dear. You’ve a prince now,” comforted the queen. “Do tell us how you got him.”

“Oh, yes. In the morning, I wondered farther north. The snow was very deep. I was freezing, not to mention tired and hungry. I almost decided to go home and let my prince find me. Then I saw him! He was so tall, so handsome, so marvelous that I almost didn’t notice he was made of ice.”

“OF ICE! HE WAS MADE OF ICE?” exclaimed the king.

“Remarkable,” the servants said.

“Chilling!” said the queen.

“Indeed,” agreed Princess April, and her prince nodded and shivered. “He was enchanted, of course. By a wicked stepmother. You know how it is.”

“And you thawed him out?” asked the king.

“A kiss did the trick, just as you said,” Princess April answered. “As soon as he stopped dripping, we hurried here to be married.”

“Everything is almost ready for the wedding,” the queen said. “While you were away, we worked day and night to prepare your wedding feast, ball, and gowns.”

“Gowns?” asked Princess April.

“May has arranged to marry a young man who works in the gardens,” the king said.

“IN THE GARDENS! MAY IS MARRYING A GARDENER?” cried Princess April.

“It’s true,” said the servants.

“And why not?” said the queen.

“Of course,” said the king, “he isn’t just a gardener. He’s a prince as well. Wicked stepfather, curses, and all that. A kiss did the trick once more. We can have a triple wedding as soon as a suitable prince answers June’s ad.”

“AD! JUNE HAS PLACED AN AD FOR A PRINCE?” Princess April cried.

“Most upsetting,” said the servants.

“Quite distressing,” agreed the queen.

“We’ve already been through this,” said the king.

Just then, the bell rang. The servants shouted, “A prince!”

“Lower the drawbridge!” the king called.

Princess June opened the door. She saw no one. Just as she turned to go back inside, she heard a very small laugh.

“Hello?” the princess said, looking all around her.

“Ha! Tricked you, didn’t I?” A very small man popped out of a crack between the paving stones. He was riding a mouse.

“Oh!” cried Princess June, backing away.

“Tom Thumb at your service,” the little man said. “I’m here about the ad. May I speak to Princess June, please?”

“Why . . . I am Princess June, but I’m afraid you are not quite what I was hoping for. You’re much too small, and . . . I . . . well, I’m afraid of mice. I’m sorry, but you just won’t do.”

“Oh well, it was worth a try. I guess I’ll be off. Good day.” Tom Thumb hopped into his saddle and spurred the mouse away.

“Well?” the king asked when she came inside.

Princess June shook her head. “It was a very odd little man, only as big as your thumb. His horse was a mouse! I doubt he’s really a prince. Oh, there’s the bell again. Perhaps this will be my prince.”

The drawbridge was lowered again. Princess June opened the door—and slammed it shut.

“Well?” said the king.

“So?” said the servants.

“A kiss wouldn’t help?” asked the queen.

“Absolutely not!” said June. “The ad must have gotten into the Jungle Times by mistake. It was a lion.”

“A LION?” shouted the king.

“Beastly,” said the servants.

“I knew the ad was a mistake,” said the queen.

“Perhaps you’re right,” said Princess June, peeking out the door. “But the lion’s gone now. And look, someone else is coming.”

“A man, I hope,” said the king.

“A tall and handsome man,” said the servants.

“Please,” prayed the queen.

Princess June opened the door. The man was indeed tall and handsome. But he was not a prince.

“I understand you are looking for a new gardener,” he said.

“Actually,” said Princess June, “I’m looking for a prince to marry me.”

The man was not a prince, but he was charming, kind, and wise. “Well now, you are a very beautiful princess,” he said. “I would be delighted to marry you. Although I am not a prince now, I would be if I married a princess. Marry me and you shall have your prince.”

From behind the door, the king, queen, servants, and other princesses said, “TAKE HIM!” And so she did.

The next day, the castle was full of flowers and wedding guests. The three princesses were full of happiness; the king and queen were full of pride; the servants were full of relief.

It was a marvelous wedding. The three princesses were stunning in their wedding gowns of silk, lace, beads, and jewels. The three princes were dashing in their wedding suits. The feast was delicious. No one went hungry in all the land that day. The dance could not have been better, even though someone dropped a glass slipper. It was a glorious day.

As the newlyweds kissed, everyone was certain the three princesses and their princes would live happily ever after.

And so they did.


King Midas

BY TIMOTHY TOCHER

Once upon a dime, about a quarter century ago, there lived a banker named King Midas. King had a loving wife and son, but he barely noticed them. He spent every waking hour at the bank so he could be near his money.

King was born to be a banker. He talked toddlers into smashing their piggy banks and opening accounts. He convinced senior citizens to empty their cookie jars and trust him with their savings.

Saturday was King’s favorite day of the week. The bank was closed so there were no customers or tellers milling about. King claimed it gave him a chance to catch up on his paperwork, but in truth, he just wanted to be alone with his money.

This particular Saturday was a scorcher. King sat in the still bank, jacket off and shirtsleeves rolled up. He had removed his shoes and socks and had buried each bare foot in a bucket of cool coins. As he added columns of figures, King wiggled his toes in ecstasy.

A tapping on the bank’s front door drew King’s attention.

“We’re closed!” King shouted.

The tapping went on. King tried to ignore it, but he couldn’t concentrate. Besides, it was almost time for him to enter the vault and bury himself in greenbacks. He wanted no interruptions then. Sighing, he pulled his feet out of the buckets and began putting on his shoes and socks.

At last he opened the bank door. A small man in a black suit stood holding his hat in his hands.

“We’re closed Saturdays,” King snapped. “Come back Monday after nine.”

As King started to close the door, the stranger reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out an enormous roll of large bills.

“Ben Franklin and U. S. Grant!” King was suddenly all smiles. “My two favorite Americans! Won’t you come in, Mr. . . .?”

“Conscience,” the man said.

“Catchy name. Can’t say I’ve heard it before. I’m King Midas, the president of this fine financial institution. No deposit is too small or too large for my personal attention.”

“Are you convertible, Mr. Midas?” the stranger asked softly.

“Convertible? I can convert that cash into stocks, bonds, real estate, or whatever you’d care to invest in. Step into my office.”

“I don’t want to convert my money, Mr. Midas. I’m here to convert you,” Conscience said as he and King sat down on opposite sides of King’s desk.

“I’m not sure what you mean, Mr. Conscience, but if Franklin and Grant want to convert me, I’m happy to oblige.”

“Do you know where your son is today, Mr. Midas?”

“Prince? He’s home with his mom. Why?”

“How old is your son, Mr. Midas?”

“Um, let’s see. He’s seven . . . no, eight! Eight years old.”

“He’s twelve, Mr. Midas, and today he’s pitching the championship game for his Little League team. The field is just down the block. Why don’t you take some time off and watch him?”

“Take time off? Who’s going to do my paperwork if I’m sitting at a ball game? And how do you know so much about my son, anyway?”

“Everyone in town knows Prince is a fine pitcher. I suggest you share some time with him before it’s too late. Your boy is growing up without you. You can do your paperwork next week. “

“Now look, Mr. Conscience, I don’t need your advice. Are you interested in depositing your money or not?”

“Is money all you think about? Your son needs you.”

“He needs my money, Conscience,” King was getting annoyed and so began to forgo formalities. “When I was his age I didn’t even have decent clothes to wear—never mind a baseball uniform. It’s because I work so hard that he’s out there playing ball.”

“But now you have enough money. Go to the game.”

“I could never have enough money, Conscience. It takes hard work to make money, more work to keep it, and even more to make it grow. Do you think I just stick out my hand and money appears in it?”

“Suppose it were that simple. What if everything you touched turned to money? Would that make you happy?”

“You bet!”

“Then you’ve got it, Midas. From now on whatever you touch will turn to money.”

Conscience vanished. King’s mouth dropped open. He looked under his desk—nothing but buckets of coins.

He blinked and shook his head. “Maybe I am working too hard. I think I’ll relax in my nice, cool vault.”

As King pushed back his chair, its arms turned from brown to green. Looking closer, he realized the chair was now made of tightly rolled dollar bills. His heart leapt.

King reached out and touched some items on his desk. A pen, a calculator, and a calendar instantly changed into bills and coins.

“Yippee!” King yelled. He threw a handful of paper clips in the air and enjoyed the shower of quarters bouncing off his head and shoulders.

King looked at the floor. It seemed normal despite the fact that his feet were touching it. Apparently only his hands possessed the magic touch.

Midas was dying to show off his new power. “The ball game! Wait until my wife sees this! We’re rich!”

He darted toward the front door and grabbed the knob. To his delight, it became a shiny silver dollar. Unfortunately, the dollar fell to the floor and rolled away. Without a handle, King couldn’t open the door.

King headed for the fire exit at the rear of the building. He pushed it open with his backside. An alarm bell started to clang. He ducked outside and bumped the door shut with his hip. Then he scooted off toward the ballpark.

Along the way, King delighted in his new power. He touched everything he could: tree branches, flowers, and crumpled paper that littered the sidewalk. Although he scooped up the first pile of coins and rolls of dollar bills that fell from his fingers, soon his excitement overcame him. He ran faster and faster, leaving the money on the ground to be picked up by incredulous pedestrians.

When King arrived at the field, the score was tied. Prince fired a third strike past a burly batter. Prince and his teammates raced off the field for their turn at bat.

“King, is it really you?”

He looked up to see his wife leaning out of the bleachers. Smiling and waving, he walked over to join her. But when his hand brushed the bleachers, the entire structure turned into dollar bills and collapsed. Stunned fans landed in a heap on the ground. They soon forgot their scrapes and bruises and began grappling furiously with each other over the money.

Mrs. Midas made her way though the crowd and stared at her husband. “What is going on? I knew you wouldn’t come here if everything were all right. You haven’t come to a game in years!”

“I don’t understand it myself, honey. This crazy customer at the bank cast a spell on me. It’s great! Everything I touch turns to money. We’ll be the richest people in the world!”

“So you think it’s great, do you? How about Prince?”

Midas looked toward the field. The umpire was busily brushing off home plate. Prince knelt alone in the on-deck circle, holding a bat. Everyone else, coaches and players, had joined the scramble for money.

“What a chump!” Midas said. “All that cash flying around, and he doesn’t even go for his share.”

“He’s not the chump in this family,” retorted Mrs. Midas. “Five minutes ago these boys were playing baseball, working together for a common goal. Now they’re at each other’s throats over a few dollars.” Midas could see players wrestling on the ground.

“At least go say hello to him,” Mrs. Midas urged.

King trudged over to the on-deck circle. “Hi, Prince. Sorry about the game. Looks as though you may have to finish it some other day.”

“Dad! You came to see me?”

“Don’t act so shocked. I’ve seen you play before.”

“Yeah, but that was tee-ball. I was only eight then.”

“Well, I’m here now. How come you’re moping around by yourself?”

“Do you see how those people are fighting for that money, Dad?”

“I sure do,” King chuckled.

“I was thinking: if we had a raffle at each game, we could draw twice as many fans and raise some money for the Little League.”

“That’s a good idea, son.”

“And all those extra people would spend money at the concession stand. You just watch: those people who are fighting for money will walk over and spend it on hot dogs, sodas, and popcorn. The concession-stand owner will end up with the money without fighting anyone.”

“You’re thinking like a real businessman, son. I didn’t know you had it in you.”

“I love playing baseball, Dad. But that’s not all I think about. How about we buy that concession stand before next season? I think we could turn it into a real moneymaker.”

“Hey, now you’re talking, son. It’s a deal. Let’s shake on it.”

“TIME!” yelled the umpire, throwing his arms in the air. His voice froze King and Prince, their hands inches apart. He strode over and placed himself between father and son.

“Is it SAFE! to shake his hand? What happens when your fingers STRIKE! his? Are you OUT! of your mind?” cried the umpire.

King remembered his magic touch. “I forgot. But how did you—?” The umpire raised his mask. “Conscience! What are you doing here?”

“I’m giving you a chance to reconsider, Mr. Midas. Do you still think your magic touch is a gift? You’ll never be able to touch your wife or son again.”

King thought of how exciting it was to create instant money. Then he imagined what it would be like to share his business knowledge with Prince, to pass on what he had learned. Prince was peeking around Conscience now, wondering what was going on. King had a fleeting vision of his son turned into a dollar bill, blowing away across the baseball field. He shuddered. No amount of money could replace his son.

“I return your gift, Mr. Conscience, and I thank you for the opportunity.”

Conscience smiled and said, “Good choice, King. As of this second, you no longer have the power. And everything is now as it was.” Then he pulled down his mask and bellowed, “PLAY BALL!”

Fans gawked as the money in their hands suddenly disappeared and the bleachers materialized out of thin air. Then, after they rubbed their eyes and shook their heads, they began to climb back to their seats. Players and coaches suddenly remembered the game and hustled back to their positions.

Prince gripped his father’s hand firmly, smiled, and headed for the on-deck circle. King joined his wife in the bleachers, put his arm around her shoulders, and watched proudly as Prince warmed up.

But old habits die hard. During the game, King silently counted the fans and estimated how much each person spent on food during an average game.

“Does Prince ever play doubleheaders?” he asked.


Jill and the Beanstalk

BY DENISE VEGA

Many years ago, in a cottage in a valley, a poor widow lived with her daughter, Jill. One harsh winter, Jill’s mother took ill. Jill had to stay home and care for her mother, so she couldn’t go and find work. When Jill couldn’t squeeze even one more drop of milk out of their cow, Buttercup, Jill and her mother both knew the cow would have to go.

“I’ll get a good price for her, Mother,” said Jill. She waved good-bye and led Buttercup along the path toward the marketplace.

When they arrived, the plaza was teeming with villagers and noisy vendors.

“Vegetables for sale! Fresh vegetables!”

“Cotton! Clean cotton here!”

Jill dragged Buttercup from booth to booth, looking for a buyer. But no one was interested in the scrawny, milkless cow. Discouraged, Jill slumped down on the town-hall steps.

“Fine cow, miss,” said a gruff voice. Jill looked up, startled, and saw an old man with a long, snowy beard.

“She has stopped giving milk,” Jill said. “You can have her for two shillings.”

“I have no money,” said the old man.

Jill sighed. “When it comes to this cow, no one does.”

“But I do have these,” he said, thrusting his wrinkled hand in her face. He opened his fingers slowly to reveal their contents.

“You expect me to trade a cow for a bunch of beans? You’re crazy.” Jill stood up and grasped Buttercup’s rope. “I guess I’ll have to sell you to the butcher, Buttercup. Mother and I need money to buy food.”

“Wait.” The old man grabbed her sleeve. “These are magic beans. If you plant them tonight, they will grow into a giant beanstalk by morning. Climb to the top of the beanstalk and enter the castle in the clouds. There you’ll find all the gold you’ll ever need.”

“If those beans are so great, why don’t you plant them yourself?” Jill asked suspiciously.

“Alas,” said the man, pulling a decaying piece of parchment from his coat, “I cannot. The finder of the beans cannot use them. However, if I trade the beans in an honest exchange, I will receive a golden egg once a year for twenty years.”

Jill read the parchment carefully. It seemed legitimate. But how could she risk her only source of income on the words of this strange old man?

“Tell you what,” she said, pulling a piece of fresh parchment from her own pocket. “I’ll give your beans a try with the condition that, if they don’t work, Buttercup is mine again.”

She scribbled several lines on the parchment. “You may sleep in our barn tonight, and we will determine our fates tomorrow.” She smoothed the parchment on the top step. “Sign and date here, here, and here.”

Jill’s mother was surprised when she saw her daughter return with the cow and a stranger, but when Jill explained her plan, the widow agreed to try it.

“But I want you to tie Buttercup to the front rail,” she said, “so we can hear if the old man tries to steal her away in the night.”

After supper, Jill dug a shallow hole and dropped the beans inside. She covered them with soil and watered them generously.

“Okay,” she said to the old man, brushing the dirt from her hands, “let’s see if you are worthy of my trust.” The three of them said good-night and went to bed.

The next morning, Jill awoke in darkness. “It can’t still be nighttime,” she thought. She went to the window, pulled the curtains aside, . . . and gasped.

A thick, green, twisting vine was growing outside her window, its leaves as large as the seat of a chair. Jill called to her mother as she tugged on her clothes.

The old man was standing at the foot of the beanstalk, rubbing his hands with glee. “See? See, young miss? I told you the beans would sprout.”

Jill nodded, but didn’t smile. “Your story about the beanstalk is true, but I have yet to see any gold,” she said, placing her foot on one of the bottom leaves. “Your word is not good with me yet.”

Hand over hand, foot over foot, Jill climbed the mighty stalk, which vanished into the clouds thousands of feet in the air. When she popped through the top of the clouds, Jill saw a road stretching out before her. It led to a magnificent castle.

Jill caught her breath and headed down the road. When she reached the castle, she knocked hard on the huge oak door. She soon heard booming footsteps,

then the door swung open, and Jill looked straight into a huge white curtain. A moment later, she realized she was standing in front of a very large woman, and that the curtain was actually the woman’s apron.

“Yes?” A thunderous voice from above nearly knocked Jill off her feet.

“Excuse me, ma’am,” Jill said, waving her arms and jumping up and down.

“Oh, there you are,” said the woman, bending over to squint into Jill’s face.

“Hello, my name’s Jill. I wonder if you have any gold to which I’m entitled.”

The woman scratched her chin, then rubbed her head. “Not that I know of.” She paused. “My husband has a wonderful gold harp and a hen that lays golden eggs, but I don’t think he’d give either of those up. In fact, when one boy tried to steal them, my husband put a stop to it pretty quickly.”

Jill groaned. “The old man didn’t say anything about giants,” she muttered as she peered around the woman’s skirt and saw the oversized hats hanging on hooks by the door and an array of swords in a stand nearby.

The woman leaned down again. “Why don’t you come in for a cup of tea? My husband’s out, and I’d surely love some company.”

Jill followed the woman inside, marveling at the beautiful castle. “It’s so lovely up here, I would think you’d have lots of visitors,” Jill said as the woman picked her up and set her on the table.

“Oh, we don’t want for visitors. Children often find their way here. My husband likes them a lot. Perhaps too much.” She poured herself a cup of tea and poured some for Jill into a thimble.

“So why are you lonely? Don’t they ever come back to see you again?” Jill sipped her tea and nibbled the bread placed before her.

“No, my husband eats them,” sighed the woman. She shook her head as though it were just a bad habit, like picking his nose or chewing with his mouth open.

“Eats them?” Jill cried, leaping to her feet. She scurried to the edge of the table and looked over the edge. It was quite high, but she thought she could make it.

“No need for you to worry, miss,” said the woman, gently tugging her back. “He doesn’t like girls. Just little boys. It’s a taste thing.”

“A taste thing,” Jill repeated. Her heart still thumped with panic. Then she sat up. “Girls don’t taste as good as boys?” she asked indignantly.

“Guess not,” said the woman. “Too many brains, he says. Brains taste nasty, and the nerves get stuck between his teeth.”

Jill nodded. She had just bitten into her bread when the table began to tremble.

Thud! The front door slammed against the wall.

“Oh, he’s home!” shouted the woman happily. “He’ll be thrilled that we have company. In here, honey!”

Thump! Thump! Thump!

“Fee, fi, fo, fum, I smell the blood of . . . an Englishwoman.” A giant man burst into the kitchen and stared in disappointment at Jill. “What a letdown,” he said, leaning his sword in the corner. He came over to the table and sniffed her head.

“Hey!” Jill said, brushing him away.

“I so wanted another boy,” he lamented, slumping into his chair. “They’re very tasty.” He studied her as though he were imagining how she might taste roasted with a bit of onion and celery and just a dash of pepper.

“I’m very smart. Lots of brains,” Jill said, tapping her head as she edged backward across the table.

The giant grimaced. “Brains? Yuck.” He spat on the floor as his wife set a steaming bowl of stew in front of him. “Well, it’s nice to have the company, anyway.” He began slurping his stew hungrily.

As he ate, Jill’s fears subsided a bit. She told the giants about the magic beans and the old man’s promise of riches.

“I don’t give anything away,” said the giant. “But maybe we can work something out.” He turned to his wife. “Honey, if you’re finished with your meal, would you mind bringing in Goldie?”

“Not at all, Poopsie.” The woman disappeared and returned with a large brown hen. She placed the hen in a basket on the floor next to the table.

“Okay, Goldie, lay one on me,” said the giant. The hen settled in, gave a few cackles and squawks, and stepped out of the basket.

“Whoa!” exclaimed Jill. “That’s some egg!”

The giant leaned down, picked up the egg between his thumb and forefinger, and set it before Jill. She shook her head in disbelief, envisioning the food she could buy and the fences she could mend with just one such golden egg. She reached out for it.

“Ah, ah, ah. No touching.” The giant plucked it away before Jill’s fingers even brushed its shining shell.

“She lays one whenever you ask?” Jill asked.

The giant nodded.

“And they’re always solid gold?”

“Yep.”

Jill scratched her chin, then rubbed her head. “Okay, so what can I do to earn one of these things?”

Now the giant scratched his chin. A sparrow popped out of his beard and perched on his shoulder. “I don’t think we have any work for you,” he said. “What there is to do, my wife and I do ourselves.”

Jill thought for a moment. “Is there anything you want that I can get for you?”

The giant thought for a moment. “Well, there is one thing we’re sadly lacking.” He looked over at his wife, and she nodded.

“Friends,” they said in unison.

Jill laughed. “Well, it’s a bit difficult to make friends when you keep eating the prospects.”

The giant nodded contritely. “I can’t help it, though. The boys are so tasty.”

“And the girls don’t stay very long,” said the woman, “when they learn what happens to the boys.”

Jill rubbed her head again, then stood up and looked around. “Would you mind giving me a tour?”

“Not at all,” the giant replied, holding out his hand. He hoisted her onto his unoccupied shoulder and carried her through a maze of rooms and hallways.

Jill marveled at the huge ballroom with its many chandeliers glittering like stars. The tower view was breathtaking—miles of clouds as far as the eye could see. And every chair, table, painting, and statue were humongous—just the right size for a pair of giants.

When the tour ended, Jill said, “I’ve got a plan.”

And so Giant Castle Tours was born.

“You’ll soon have a constant stream of visitors,” Jill told the giants. “But you, sir, must promise not to eat the boys who come through. In exchange for meeting all these people, you will pay me one golden egg per month, as well as one golden egg per year for the old man who gave me the magic beans.”

The giant bit his lip. “The egg part is fine. But couldn’t I have one out of every ten boys?”

Jill shook her head.

“One out of a hundred?”

“Zero,” Jill said, making a big O with her fingers and thumb.

The giant looked so dejected, Jill felt sorry for him. “Look, you just can’t go around eating little boys. Their parents will be very upset, and you definitely won’t have any friends.”

“All right,” the giant agreed with a heavy sigh.

“Here,” Jill said, holding out a piece of parchment. “Write down everything that makes boys tasty, and I’ll find a food that tastes just as good.”

And so the deal was struck. Jill soon opened the Giant Castle Tours, guiding visitors through the castle and introducing people from around the country to the lonely giants. People lined up daily at the base of the magic beanstalk. The old man sold tickets, looking very distinguished with his long white beard and brass-buttoned uniform. He was glad to have something to do and a regular income. Buttercup, the cow, grazed in a field nearby, mooing happily at all the attention she received for being “the cow that started it all.”

The people who took the tour spread the word that it was worth every penny and the long climb. They raved about everything, from the tower vista, to the harp concert the giant gave every afternoon. But best of all, they gushed, was Goldie, the hen, who sat on her nest in the center of the ballroom, surrounded by an amazing collection of golden eggs in glass cases.

With the eggs she received as payment and the money she made from the tours, Jill hired a doctor for her mother, repaired their cottage, and stocked their food cellar for years to come.

The giant couple so enjoyed their new friends, they climbed down the beanstalk once a week to visit the village. The villagers would ask them to perform small tasks, such as repairing damaged chimneys or rescuing cats from the church steeple, all the while laughing and talking. The giants became so popular that Jill hired a man to set up appointments for them.

Things couldn’t have worked out better, except that every so often, Jill would catch the giant nibbling the elbow of an unsuspecting boy. His wife would pull him away while Jill rubbed salve on the frightened boy’s skin and led him to another part of the castle.

Once a day, Jill brought the giant a plate of “boy substitute.” The hard shells were nearly as crunchy as bones, and the hot, spicy tofu, lettuce, tomatoes, onions, and cheese resembled the innards of a freshly roasted boy.

The giant was definitely acquiring a taste for tacos.


The Prince and the Pea

BY BRUCE LANSKY

There once was a very serious young prince named Ferdinand. During his four years in college, Prince Ferdinand learned several languages and studied art, literature, and music as well as government and international relations. When he completed his studies, his parents asked him to come home and attend to his royal duties. They were hoping that he would start looking for a bride.

Now, some princes spend all their time having fun— jetting off to Rio for Mardi Gras, to the Alps for skiing, or to Monte Carlo for gambling. But not Ferdinand.

He took his royal position seriously. Prince Ferdinand visited hospitals and brought toys to sick children. He raised money for worthy charities. And he hosted diplomatic events to help improve his country’s relations with its neighbors. Prince Ferdinand wanted to be a worthy successor when his father, King Carlos, retired.

But when his mother, Queen Isabella, introduced him to young women from the royal courts of England, Norway, and Monaco, Prince Ferdinand was not particularly interested. Although the women were exquisitely dressed and quite beautiful, he found them boring. After a few minutes conversing about the weather, Prince Ferdinand would excuse himself and return to his reading or music. When his mother asked him what he thought of a young woman, he would often say, “She’s not a true princess.”

Queen Isabella would retort, “What are you talking about? She’s from one of the finest families in Europe.” But Prince Ferdinand would stick to his opinion.

The king and queen began to worry that Ferdinand would never marry and produce a royal heir. So they decided to do something about it.

“Ferdinand claims he’s looking for a ‘true princess,’” exclaimed Queen Isabella. “I know how we can find one—the old-fashioned way.”

The following week the king and queen invited the fifty most eligible young women in all of Spain to a slumber party. While the daughters of dukes, earls, and barons buzzed excitedly about the event, the queen prepared the palace. Fifty bed frames were carried into the royal ballroom. On each bed frame was a mattress filled with the finest goose down. On each mattress were sheets of the finest silk. On top of the sheets was a blanket made of the softest lamb’s wool. And at the head of each bed was a goose-down pillow in a silk pillowcase.

Queen Isabella supervised the chambermaids as they made each bed. If the sheets were not tucked in properly, the queen ordered the bed remade. After the chambermaids had finished and left the ballroom, the queen put an uncooked pea under each mattress.

That evening a sumptuous dinner was served. All the guests were seated at the royal table, with King Carlos and Queen Isabella at one end and Prince Ferdinand at the other.

Queen Isabella addressed the excited young women: “We’ve invited you to spend this evening with us for a special reason. Prince Ferdinand would like to marry a ‘true princess.’ Perhaps one of you is that special someone. Tomorrow morning he will interview each of you.”

The young women could hardly wait for morning. When dinner was over, they all retired directly to their beds. Meanwhile, Prince Ferdinand paced his room. How could he possibly pick a true princess on the basis on one brief meeting?

The next morning, King Carlos, Queen Isabella, and Prince Ferdinand gathered in the royal dining room. They sat on one side of the table; an empty chair was on the other side. Every five minutes, the royal butler escorted a young woman to the table. She was introduced and seated in the empty chair. Then the queen would ask one question: “How did you sleep?”

The first young woman said, “I couldn’t sleep a wink. The lumpy pillow kept me up all night.” “She’s not a true princess,” said Queen Isabella. “Next!” said the king.

The second young woman said, “The blanket was too hot. Then, when I took it off, the air conditioning was too cool.” “She’s not a true princess,” said Queen Isabella. “Next!” said the king.

One by one the young women moaned about sleepless nights. One was bothered by the snoring young woman next to her. Another was allergic to silk. Another had left her sleeping mask at home. The list of complaints was endless. After each young woman aired her complaint, Queen Isabella declared that she wasn’t a true princess, and the king signaled the butler to escort the young woman out.

The fiftieth young woman was different. She didn’t just complain about the air conditioning or the blankets or the pillow—she complained about everything, including a lumpy mattress.

“What did you say?” asked Queen Isabella.

“I said, ‘. . . and to add insult to injury, there was a lump in my mattress,’” snapped the young woman.

“We’ve finally found a true princess!” announced the queen.

Prince Ferdinand nervously said, “I’m sorry, Mother, but I don’t share your opinion,” and bolted out of the room. The idea of marrying any of those fifty unpleasant young women filled him with dread. He quickly changed into blue jeans and a T-shirt so he could go for a horseback ride without attracting any attention.

Striding into the royal stables, Prince Ferdinand noticed a young woman sleeping in the hayloft. As he approached his favorite horse, Diego, the horse whinnied, waking her. She opened her eyes, stretched, and began brushing the hay from her hair and clothes.

“I’m sorry we woke you up,” Prince Ferdinand apologized. Not recognizing her, he added, “but why were you sleeping in the stable?”

Assuming she was speaking to a groom, the young woman blurted out her story. “I was invited to the royal slumber party. But when the queen announced that Prince Ferdinand would interview all the guests the next morning for the purpose of choosing a bride, I left. I have no interest in marrying someone who would choose his wife in such a ridiculous manner,” she explained.

“Neither would I,” Prince Ferdinand agreed. “But fifty young women were invited, and fifty guests were in the grand ballroom,” he puzzled.

“How do you know?” asked the young woman.

Realizing that the young woman did not recognize him, Prince Ferdinand said, “One of the cooks told me.”

“Well,” she went on, “I exchanged clothes with Conchita, a very rude chambermaid. Then I took a coffee cup from the dinner table and put it under her mattress to make sure she would get no sleep at all. I stuck around so I could find out whom the prince selects as the ‘true princess.’”

The prince couldn’t help laughing, even though her practical joke was on him.

“By the way, have you heard whether the prince has made up his mind yet?” the young woman asked.

“I doubt that he’ll live happily ever after with the charming Conchita,” Prince Ferdinand responded. This time it was the young woman who laughed.

Prince Ferdinand studied the young woman. She was dressed in ill-fitting servant’s clothes and was rumpled from sleeping in the stable, but the mischievous sparkle in her eyes captivated him.

“I admire your wit and your courage,” he said. “What a wonderful joke to play on the prince. While we’re waiting to find out what he decides, perhaps you’d like to wash and put on some clean clothes.”

Prince Ferdinand led the young woman to the bathhouse near the royal swimming pool, where she showered and changed into Ferdinand’s sweatshirt and jeans, which were several sizes too big. The prince and his friend then snuck into the palace through the kitchen door. “Would you mind waiting here while I find some breakfast for you?” he asked.

“Not at all,” she responded.

Prince Ferdinand left his friend in the kitchen and returned to the dining room, where the king and queen were still interviewing Conchita. Between yawns, Conchita was grumpily adding to her list of complaints. Ferdinand could see that his mother’s initial excitement at discovering a true princess had turned to horror at the prospect of having such an unpleasant young woman in the family.

“Mother and Father,” Ferdinand said. “I think you should see for yourself why Conchita thought that her mattress was lumpy.” Conchita led the royal family to her bed, and the prince lifted the mattress. Sure enough, underneath the mattress was a royal coffee cup.

“Conchita’s not a true princess,” Ferdinand whispered, and the queen breathed a deep sigh of relief. She signaled the butler to usher Conchita out of the palace.

“I’d like to introduce you to our fiftieth guest, but I’m sorry to say I don’t know her name yet,” said Prince Ferdinand to his parents. Then he opened the kitchen door and invited his new friend into the dining room.

The young woman’s eyes opened wide when she saw the king and queen. At the same time, she realized that her new friend was none other than Prince Ferdinand.

Now that Conchita was gone, Queen Isabella’s attention focused on the young woman dressed in Prince Ferdinand’s sweatshirt and jeans. “She couldn’t possibly be one of our guests,” said the queen. “I’ve already interviewed fifty young women.”

“Permit me to explain,” interjected the young woman. “My name is Marisa de Santiago. You know my father, Don Domingo. You knighted him for building a library in our village. I was, indeed, one of your fifty guests. At dinner when you said the prince was looking for a ‘true princess,’ I realized that he might propose marriage. But I could never marry anyone unless I loved him. So I invited a rude chambermaid, Conchita, to take my place.” The queen and king exchanged an embarrassed glance.

“Where did you sleep, my dear?” asked Queen Isabella.

“I slept in the royal stables.”

“How did you sleep?” asked the queen.

“I slept quite royally,” Marisa quipped.

Queen Isabella and King Carlos couldn’t help smiling. They turned to Prince Ferdinand and noticed that he was smiling, too.

“Well,” harrumphed King Carlos, “what do you have to say for yourself, young man?”

“Father,” Ferdinand replied, “all I can say is that I am delighted to make Marisa’s acquaintance, and I think I will enjoy getting to know her. I hope the feeling is mutual.”

Marisa smiled in agreement.

Turning to Marisa, he said, “You must be starving. Would you care to join us for breakfast?”

“With pleasure,” she smiled.

In time, the friendship between Prince Ferdinand and Marisa grew into love. About a year after the happy couple was married, they had a beautiful baby girl. Everyone, including Queen Isabella, agreed that she was a true princess.


The Real Story of Sleeping Beauty

BY LIYA LEV OERTEL

Sleeping Beauty’s real name was Priscilla, and she was no beauty. Don’t get me wrong: she was very pretty on the outside, but on the inside . . . that was a different story entirely. Her beautiful blond hair did fall in perfect curls, but she made five maids redo it a dozen times each morning, just to be mean. And while she did have big, blue eyes, they never twinkled with merriment. Instead, they glinted with malice and glared with anger. Her pretty mouth never smiled. It was too busy pouting, whining, and yelling.

Since the day she was born, Priscilla was absolutely convinced that she was far superior to everybody, and she treated all her parents’ subjects and servants accordingly. She ordered them about day and night, making them run back and forth for her pleasure.

She never said “please” or “thank you.” Instead, she stamped her feet, shook her fists, and complained about everything. Nothing was ever good enough: her meals were too hot or too cold, her dresses were too tight or too loose, the furniture was too hard or too soft, and so on. As you can well imagine, not only did Priscilla dislike everybody, but the feeling was definitely mutual.

Priscilla’s parents, the king and the queen, were very kind. They loved their subjects and ruled them fairly. They were both extremely distressed about their only child’s behavior and did all they could to improve her disposition. When Priscilla was a child, they hired the best storytellers and musicians to perform for her. They brought in other children for Priscilla to play with and filled her room with piles of toys. But Priscilla was rude to the storytellers, broke the musicians’ instruments, and chased away the children. She hoarded her toys and asked for more, but she never played with them.

The king and queen became desperate. They even tried putting extra sugar into her meals, hoping to sweeten her temper. But although the court dentist was pretty busy, nothing worked.

As Priscilla’s sixteenth birthday approached, the queen said to the king with tears in her eyes, “I am at my wits’ end. We have tried everything we could think of, and nothing has worked.” She sighed sadly. “Our daughter is awful. She will never be a good successor to the throne.”

The king nodded sadly. “And no one will ever want to marry her,” he added, “even for half the kingdom. Besides, she would never accept anyone as a husband anyway.”

“Before we give up, maybe we should consult our council once more,” suggested the queen. “Perhaps someone has thought of a new idea we can try.”

And that’s what they did. All the royal councilors gathered in the royal meeting hall to offer their advice on this vexing situation. They murmured knowledgeably and scratched their heads wisely, but no one could think of anything to say. After sixteen years, they were all out of ideas.

Eventually everyone realized that somebody would have to say something. One of the older councilors cleared his throat. He was retiring soon and felt he could take a little risk. “Ahem!” He glared around the room until all eyes were upon him and began, “Let us approach this problem practically. For sixteen years, we have been racking our brains to determine how to make Princess Priscilla more pleasant. Perhaps we should approach this dilemma from another angle: when is the princess most pleasant?”

This was a difficult question. The princess was seldom in a good mood. Finally, after a lot of head scratching, one councilor said brightly, “The princess seemed to be in a good mood when I saw her yesterday. . . .” Then he stopped and fidgeted uncomfortably.

“Well, what was she doing?” prompted the elder councilor.

“She was . . . um . . . twisting the royal cat’s tail.” The councilor wished he had kept his thoughts to himself.

“Yes, well, thank you,” grumbled the elder. “That wasn’t exactly what I was looking for.”

“Oh, what’s the use?” cried the distraught queen. “Priscilla is only pleasant when she is sleeping!”

“Aha!” exclaimed the elder. “That is interesting. Sleep is known to have curative and soothing powers. Maybe all the princess needs is a nice long sleep!” He looked around the room, very pleased with himself.

“What do you mean?” asked the king uncertainly. “Priscilla sleeps quite well, even if the bed is never made to her satisfaction.”

“When I say a long sleep,” explained the elder, “I mean a really long sleep—one that may last for years, if necessary.”

“For years?” the queen looked nervous. “How is that possible?”

“Well, we could have the court magician cast a spell that would make the princess sleep until her temperament . . . ah . . . shall we say . . . mellows.”

“I guess that might work,” the king said slowly. He looked at the queen for her reaction.

“What if she never mellows?” the concerned queen asked. “We can’t just let her sleep forever.”

The elder pondered this question for a while and then exclaimed, “I have it! The spell will work until either the princess becomes pleasant and happy or until one hundred years have passed. If she is still sleeping after one hundred years, a prince will find and kiss her, ending the spell.”

“We will have to think about this for a while,” said the queen. “No matter how terrible she is, Priscilla is still our daughter, and we must do what is best for her.”

On that note, the relieved council dispersed and the king and queen retired to their chambers.

After months of thinking and watching Priscilla gleefully reduce everyone around her to tears by both cruel words and cruel actions, the sad parents concluded that a long sleep was Priscilla’s only hope.

Once they reached that decision, the king and queen had to find a way to carry it out. After consulting the court magician, they decided to throw Priscilla a sweet-sixteen party. They would present her with an enchanted spindle as one of her gifts. The careless princess was sure to prick herself, unleashing the spell.

On the day of her birthday, Priscilla had a great time. She yelled at all five of the maids who helped her get ready, pulled their hair, and made them change her dress and hairstyle twenty times. On the way to the ballroom, she tripped the servants who were carrying trays of food for the dining table, then laughed heartily while they scrambled to pick up the broken dishes and clean up the food. She kicked her pet dog hard enough to send it flying across the room and snipped the blossoms off all the flower arrangements.

During the party she continued to enjoy herself. While dancing, she stomped on her partners’ feet with her spike heals, which she wore specifically for that purpose. When all the guests in their fancy clothes sat down to dinner, Priscilla began to spill red wine and throw food at everybody seated at her table.

The guests were horrified, but said nothing. After all, she was the princess, and it was her birthday. The king and queen sat helplessly and watched while their daughter tormented the honored guests. They knew that if anyone reproached Priscilla, she would throw a tantrum.

Finally, the time for opening gifts arrived. Priscilla ran to the pile of beautifully wrapped packages and began ripping bows and paper. As she unwrapped each present, she made fun of it and of the person who gave it. Naturally, nothing was good enough for her, and she did not fail to let everyone know it. Eventually she opened the spindle.

“A spindle!” Priscilla exclaimed haughtily. “Who ever heard of a princess spinning?! I certainly don’t intend to spend my time on such a stupid activity.” She sneered at her guests, and then a cruel smile crept across her face. “But I think I will make good use of this sharp point. Yes, indeed.” Priscilla smirked. “It will help me make the servants move faster!”

Examining her new weapon, Priscilla brushed the sharp point with her finger. “Ouch!” she cried as she pricked herself. “Oh, yes, this will do just fine.” She nodded with satisfaction. Then she nodded again more slowly, and the nod was accompanied by a large yawn. A few minutes later, Priscilla was fast asleep.

If the guests thought this behavior strange, they did not mention it. They were only too happy to say their good-byes and tiptoe out of the palace. Most of them had come to the party out of respect for the king and the queen, and while they pitied the poor couple, the guests did not want to spend any more time with the unpleasant princess than was absolutely necessary.

After the guests left, the king and queen placed their daughter in a tower just outside the castle wall, thinking that a prince was more likely to kiss her if he did not have to go through the whole palace to reach her. The queen put the spindle near the bed, as the sight of it made her too sad to keep it in the castle. The king and queen made sure Priscilla was comfortably and beautifully dressed, that the room was warm and clean, and they visited her every day.

As time passed, fewer people remembered Priscilla, and the tower in the wood became the center of many legends. The only true thing people remembered was Priscilla’s great beauty. People added new elements to the story, creating fairies and jealous witches to make it more interesting. Someone even insisted that the princess was cursed because one fairy felt snubbed when she was not invited to the birthday party! And so the sleeping princess became more and more mysterious, until no one remembered how nasty Priscilla had been.

About one hundred years after Priscilla went to sleep, a prince was riding through the forest around the walls of the old castle. He had heard many stories about the beautiful and mysterious sleeping princess and, as he was rather conceited, he was sure that she was meant for him. He spent days wandering through the forest, hoping to glimpse the tower. The thorny branches tore at his clothes and skin. He and his horse were tired and hungry, but the prince was determined to accomplish his mission (and the horse did not have a choice).

One morning he spied the tower, which was lit by the rising sun. The prince hardly noticed the next few hours as he hacked his way through the brush; he was busy imagining what the princess would look like and composing what he would say to her. When the prince finally reached the tower, he found the door open. He flew up the curving stairway, breathless with anticipation. The stairs ended abruptly, and suddenly, the prince burst into a big room, in the middle of which the princess was sleeping on a large, luxurious bed.

The prince stopped and stared. He even pinched himself to make sure he was not dreaming. Until this moment, he realized, he had not been completely convinced that all the stories he’d heard were true. His knees grew weak, and he had to hold on to the wall to keep from falling down.

The princess was as breathtakingly beautiful as he had imagined her: for once her face was relaxed and not screwed up in a scowl. Her many curls spilled onto the pillow, framing her face, and her clothes were very becoming. That century-old fashion was just coming back into style. Once the prince reclaimed his wits, he slowly approached the bed, kissed Priscilla reverently, stepped back, and waited to see whether the enchanted princess would wake up, as legend said she would.

The story was true. Slowly, Priscilla opened her eyes and stretched. Then she looked up and saw the prince gazing at her with love in his eyes.

Without a second thought, she reached up and slapped the prince across his glowing, unsuspecting face. You see, Priscilla was not a morning person. The poor astonished prince stumbled and fell backwards, and all the words he’d composed flew out of his head. This was certainly not what he’d expected.

“What in the world do you think you’re doing?” Priscilla demanded haughtily. “How dare you barge into my room and kiss me?! Guards! Guards!” As Priscilla’s smooth forehead wrinkled with rage, her large, blue eyes narrowed with hostility, and her round cheeks flushed an angry red, her beautiful face turned downright ugly.

The flabbergasted prince crawled backwards toward the door, rolled down the stairs, jumped on his horse, and galloped away. He never told anyone what happened. He was sure no one would believe him—or that anyone who did would laugh at him for the rest of his life. One thing he did know for sure: he would be a lot more careful about whom he kissed in the future!

Meanwhile Priscilla was becoming unhappier by the second. She soon realized that she was not in her room in the castle, and that no one was rushing to answer her call. In her anger, she climbed off the bed and began stomping around the room. She flung a chair out the window, ripped the curtains, and kicked the night table. Then she noticed the spindle that her unhappy mother had left by the bed. The enraged princess grabbed the spindle and aimed it at the window. As she did so, one of the spindle’s sharp ends pricked Priscilla’s hand. Unfortunately for Priscilla, one hundred years had not erased the spindle’s magic, and she began to feel very sleepy. She barely had time to climb back into bed before her eyes closed in a deep and peaceful slumber.

Here ends the real story of Sleeping Beauty. As far as I know, she still sleeps in her tower in the forest, still beautiful, and still unmellowed.


The Obsolete Dragon

BY CAROLE G. VOGEL

We dragons don’t leave our caves anymore. There’s no reason to leave, nowhere to go. When I was a young, strong dragon, I was needed. You see, back then, young women did not choose their own husbands. Their fathers told them whom to marry. So desperate maidens hired me and other dragons to fight their unwanted suitors. I was in such demand, I painted my scales occasionally so no one thought it strange that one dragon was getting into so many fights. Green is my natural color, but you should have seen me when I was purple—very royal! And yellow was fun for a while.

I remember well one beautiful lady in distress: Maid Gwendolyn. I can see her standing before me now as though the whole thing happened only yesterday.

“Sir Dragon, I need your help,” she pleaded. “My father has promised me to Sir Grimbald, but I can’t marry him!”

“Why not?” I asked.

“People say he already has a wife in another kingdom,” she replied. “Besides, I love another knight. Sir Dudley is his name. Please, Sir Dragon, I want you to fight Sir Grimbald and defeat him.”

“For a fee, I will be delighted to help you, my lady,” I said.

“Name your price,” she responded.

“One hundred gallons of kerosene,” I replied. “As you know, my breath has no fire without kerosene.”

“Agreed,” she said without bargaining. “But after you defeat Sir Grimbald, I want you to fight my knight, Sir Dudley, and let him defeat you. If my plan succeeds and I marry Sir Dudley, I will double your fee.”

I readily agreed. She told me her plan, we worked out the details, and then she left.

One cannot fight if one’s opponent does not know that there is to be a battle. So I went from inn to inn and said terrible things about Sir Grimbald.

“Sir Grimbald is a toad-eating, good-for-nothing, cow-stealing liar!” I yelled at the first inn. My words upset no one, so I knew the knight was not there.

At the next inn I called out, “Sir Grimbald is an egg-sucking, chicken-hearted, snaggle-toothed thief!” Again, no one became angry. I traveled onward.

At the third inn I shouted, “Sir Grimbald is a flop-eared, yellow-bellied, bowlegged glob of chicken fat!” This time someone responded.

“Who dares to insult me?” cried an angry knight.

“’Tis I, the fire-breathing, death-defying, fearless green dragon.”

“You are an overgrown swamp lizard,” the knight sneered. “With one hand tied behind my back, I could reduce you to a pile of greasy green scales. Go back to your cave before I snuff your flame forever.” Then he turned away and picked up a glass of ale.

“I believe you are afraid to battle a dragon,” I said.

The knight spun around and glared at me. “Take that back or fight to the death!” he demanded.

I blew enough smoke to fill the room. “I’ll see you Tuesday at daybreak in front of the vine-covered castle.”

I spent the next few days preparing. I practiced terrible roars, blew smoke rings, and rehearsed my victory speech at least fifty times.

News of the coming battle spread quickly. As the sun rose on Tuesday, hundreds of people lined the battle green near the vine-covered castle. Maid Gwendolyn sat beside her father under a large tree.

At one end of the green stood Sir Grimbald, looking evil and mean. The people shouted and hissed at him.

Sir Grimbald shook his fist at them, then mounted his horse. I stood at the other end of the green, handsome and dignified. I nodded toward the people and blew perfect rings of green smoke.

“Hurrah!” the people cheered. “Squash the evil knight.”

“Let the fight begin!” called the referee.

“Gra-a-agh!” I roared like thunder and raced across the green.

Sir Grimbald charged and met me in the center. With a shrill cry, he thrust his lance at my side. It bounced off.

Sir Grimbald challenged me again. This time he swung a battle-ax at my neck, but the weapon broke in two when it struck my hard scales.

Sir Grimbald attacked once more. Waving a mighty club, he yelled, “Prepare to die, dragon!” He aimed the club between my eyes. Flames leaped from my mouth and turned the club to ash.

“Enough of this play,” I decided.

Billowing black smoke and roaring my loudest roar, I attacked. I knocked Sir Grimbald from his horse and backed him against a tree. As I was about to make a spectacular end of him, he ruined the show. With a cry of defeat, he dropped to the ground. He crawled from his armor, dashed under my belly, and disappeared into the crowd.

And then Maid Gwendolyn stole the show. “Oh, Father, how can I marry such a coward?” she cried. Her chin trembled, and tears streamed down her face.

“Dear daughter, you are right,” said her father. “I must find someone more worthy of your hand.”

Before Maid Gwendolyn’s father could continue, I interrupted. “Excuse me, sir, but there is no need to find another suitor for your daughter. She now belongs to me.”

“Preposterous!” her father shouted. “You have no right to her!”

“But I do. I won the battle. Maid Gwendolyn is my prize.” I grabbed the young maiden and held her to my chest.

“Help! Save me!” she screamed.

Maid Gwendolyn’s father shouted to the crowd. “If any man can defeat this dragon, he may marry my daughter.”

The people looked at each other nervously. Would anyone accept the challenge?

“I will fight the dragon,” called a voice from the middle of the crowd.

People stared as the challenger marched forward. “It’s Sir Dudley!” they cried. “He has saved many a lady in distress.”

I put Maid Gwendolyn down and charged Sir Dudley. Our battle was quickly fought. The knight thrust a gleaming sword toward my heart. I shifted my body a bit, and the sword slid harmlessly under my arm, puncturing a pouch of red dye hidden there. As the dye leaked to the ground, I pretended to be gravely wounded. I roared a few pitiful roars, belched a cloud of steam, rolled over, and played dead. What a performance!

“My hero!” Maid Gwendolyn called as she rushed onto the battle green and into Sir Dudley’s arms.

“Hurrah!” shouted the people.

The men congratulated Sir Dudley. The women gathered around me and pretended to examine my fallen body. In whispers, they praised my grand acting.

“What color will you paint your scales next?” asked one young maiden.

“What name will you fight under?” asked another.

“How much will you charge to help me avoid a terrible marriage?” asked a third.

After the people left the green, I crept silently to my cave. At the entrance I found two hundred gallons of kerosene, just as Gwendolyn had promised.

“Thank you!” read a large note attached to them. “I will tell all my friends about you. Love, Gwendolyn.”

Alas, as time passed, fewer and fewer young maidens needed my help. Maidens had more say about their marriages. Why today, they even choose their own husbands! Modern women have no use for dragons, so I, and all other dragons, have become obsolete.

But I don’t want to sit in this dark, drafty cave blowing smoke rings for the rest of my life. That’s why I’m opening a school. I’ll train young dragons for dramatic roles in video games and movies. With my acting talent, I know I’ll be a smashing success!


The Frog Princess

BY RITA SCHLACHTER

I am a frog. A frog princess. And like any princess, I’ve always dreamed of a handsome prince sweeping me off my feet.

Well, one sunny afternoon while I was basking in the warmth on my favorite lily pad, I looked up . . . and there he was, leading his horse to my pond for a drink. He was tall, with sparkling pond-green eyes and mud-brown hair. My heart started beating double time. I became so tongue-tied I couldn’t catch the pesky fly buzzing around my head. The prince knelt down and dipped his cupped hands into the water. Suddenly . . .

“My ring!” he shrieked. A gold-and-ruby band sank to the bottom of the pond, well out of his reach.

This was my big chance. Splash! I leaped onto the bank beside the prince. “Perhaps I can help.”

“You’re a frog,” said the prince.

“A frog princess,” I said.

“How can a frog help a prince?”

“I can swim.”

“Then you must save my ruby ring, because I can’t swim,” said the prince. “That ring has been in my family for generations. As the eldest son, I received it as a sign that I will, in time, be the next king.”

“I will retrieve your ring on one condition,” I said. (I know that a reward shouldn’t be the reason for doing a good deed. But who knew when a prince would stop by my pond again? I couldn’t let this opportunity slip by.)

“What more could a frog want than a pond, a lily pad, and a few juicy flies?” asked the prince.

“A companion,” I answered. “You must agree to marry me.”

“You’re a frog!” exclaimed the prince.

“I am really a princess,” I explained. “An angry witch turned me into a frog when my father refused to let her snip one of his prize roses. You must always be careful what you say to a witch. They have terrible tempers.”

“That’s awful,” said the prince. “But you’re a frog now, and I could never marry a frog.”

I looked in the pond. “Shoo, little fish. Don’t eat that ruby ring.”

The prince splashed his hand into the water to scare the fish away. “I could never stand on the castle balcony and wave to the people with a frog wife standing beside me. I could never sit next to a frog wife in a dining room filled with important dignitaries. No, never.”

“Oh, dear,” I said, looking at the swirling water. “I think your ruby ring is sinking into the mud.”

“Okay, okay, I’ll marry you. Just save my ruby ring!” cried the prince.

I jumped into the pond and returned in a flash, with the ring in my mouth. The ungrateful prince snatched the ring, leaped on his horse, and galloped for the castle. I immediately took off after him. Of course, I needed a lot more time to get there.

Once inside the castle, I hopped up and down the halls until I heard a familiar voice. It was coming from the dining room. I peeked through the space under the door and saw my prince sitting at the table with his father, the king.

I tapped on the door and called, “Handsome prince, let me in.”

“Who is that?” asked the king.

“A frog,” groaned the prince.

“A frog princess,” I corrected him.

“Why are you here?” asked the king.

“I retrieved the prince’s ruby ring from the pond. In return the prince promised to marry me.”

“Is this true?” asked the king. The prince only moaned. “In that case,” the king said, “you’d better let her in.”

The prince dejectedly opened the door and then hurried back to his seat. I hopped into the room.

“I know I will make the prince a very good wife,” I told the king.

“A prince cannot marry a frog,” said the prince.

“A frog princess,” I corrected him again.

“You cannot go back on your word,” said the honorable king.

I leaped onto the back of the throne and said, “Kiss me.”

“A prince does not kiss a frog,” said the unhappy prince.

“A frog princess.” I was getting tired of repeating myself.

Then I stretched up on my back legs so I could reach the prince. I noticed he closed his eyes, wrinkled his nose, and held his breath. Our lips met. POOF!

The handsome prince turned into a frog! A very handsome frog prince.

“It all happened one day while I was sitting on my favorite lily pad,” I explained as the frog prince and I hopped back to the pond. “A fairy godmother was flying by, and she dropped her magic wand into the pond. Of course I jumped in after it. She wanted to reward me. Unfortunately, she could not turn me back into a beautiful princess. But she did grant me one wish!”


Rudy and the Prince

BY LISA HARKRADER

It’s once upon a time, around five in the morning. The vines are slick with dew, and I’m hanging from the side of the castle, trying to get a foothold so I can climb up into the tower. It’s not exactly what I had in mind when I took this jester job. Prince Charming’s down below, safe and snug on his horse.

“Hurry, Rudy,” he tells me. “And keep it quiet when you get inside. Mother’s a light sleeper.”

Yeah, right. Let him try scaling a wall with bells on his shoes and see how quiet he can be.

The prince has enrolled in the Enchanted Forest Academy of Fashion Design. He hasn’t told his parents yet. They have their hearts set on him rescuing a princess and living happily ever after. They’re throwing a ball tonight so he can meet all the eligible young women in the kingdom.

The prince isn’t interested. “I’ll get married someday,” he keeps telling me, “but right now I need to focus on my career.”

“Hey, tell them, not me,” I say.

The prince shakes his head. “You know my folks,” he says. “They’d never understand.”

The prince figures he’d look pretty suspicious prancing through the castle with fabric swatches and a sketchbook. So he stashes his design equipment under the mattress in the tower guest room. Every morning we ride out the front gate—the prince in full armor, me in this stupid jester getup. Then we circle around to the back of the castle. He parks himself safely in the trees while I shinny up the tower to get his stuff. I end up swinging from vines before the sunrise, like an insomniac Tarzan in tights.

“Well, I can’t climb up there wearing this tin can,” the prince complains as he looks thoughtfully at his breastplate. “Maybe I should design a suit of armor that is spear-resistant yet comfortable, and at the same time fashionable and easy to care for. What do you think, Rudy? Something in a wrinkle-free aluminum knit?”

Whatever. I climb over the balcony, jingle into the guest room, and grope under the mattress until I find the Prince’s stuff. Then I slide back down the castle wall. The prince secures his things, and we set off, looking like any other prince and his jester. Well . . . except for the sewing basket and bolt of lavender chiffon bouncing behind the prince’s saddle.

We’ve been riding awhile when the prince says, “Rudy, we’re lost.”

No kidding. We’ve passed the same gingerbread house three times. It’s not my fault. I wanted to stay on the interstate, but His Charmingness insisted he knew a shortcut through the woods. He’s in a big hurry to start his final project.

“That looks like a castle.” The prince points through the trees. “It’s pretty run-down, but maybe somebody can give us directions.”

Not likely. It seems to be naptime at the castle. We climb up into the tower and find a princess snoring beside a spinning wheel. She’s got a scar on her finger, and there are dried bloodstains on the carpet. I shake her shoulder, but she doesn’t stir.

“She’s out cold,” I say. “Maybe we should take her to a hospital.”

“Not in that gown, Rudy. It’s at least a hundred years out of date. And it’s falling apart.” The prince chews on his lip and studies the princess. “I’d say she’s about a size twelve, wouldn’t you?”

How should I know? Do I look like Calvin Klein? Sheesh!

While I try to revive the princess, the prince dashes down to his horse. He returns carrying the polka-dotted dress he designed in his Intro to Party Wear class. He lays it out alongside the princess.

“Perfect,” he says. “She’ll be stunning.”

He plucks the cobwebs from the poor girl and drapes the dress over the spinning wheel. Then he smoothes her bangs, which got a little mussed while I was performing CPR, and kisses her. They don’t call him Prince Charming for nothing.

The princess’s eyes flutter open. “Boy,” she says, “am I starved. I must’ve slept through breakfast.”

The girl’s parents barrel into the room.

Her father slaps Prince Charming on the back. “You saved her, my boy!”

Her mother smiles. “You know what this means, of course.”

“It means we’ve gotta go. If the dress gets soiled, hand-wash it in cold water with a mild detergent.” The prince swings his sewing basket over his shoulder. “Come on, Rudy. We’re late.”

“Aren’t you forgetting something?” her father calls after us. “Tradition requires that you . . .”

We don’t hear the rest. As I said, the prince is hot to get started on his project.

We haven’t ridden long when we stumble across another snoozing lady. She’s lying in a glass case in the backyard of a little cottage. Seven really short guys are gazing at her and sniffling.

“Rudy, look!” The prince swings down from his horse. “The color!”

“She is turning kind of blue around the lips.”

“Not that.” The prince lifts the lid of the case. “Her gown! Have you ever seen such deep crimson?” He leans in for a better look and falls—elbows first—onto the lady’s stomach.

The lady gags and coughs up a big apple chunk. She blinks at the prince and says, “Get off me, you oaf.”

“Sorry.” The prince wriggles out of the case. “We seem to be lost. We’re looking for the Enchanted Forest Academy of Fashion Design.”

“Well, it’s not in here.” She sits up and straightens her dress. “Turn right at the end of our driveway and get on the interstate. You can’t miss it.”

The prince kisses the lady’s hand, then turns and leaps onto his horse.

“Hey, mister,” says the shortest guy, “ain’t you supposed to take Ms. White with you?”

“No can do,” says the prince. “We’re already late.”

We make it to the academy without meeting any more dozing damsels. The prince reveals his final project idea to me during his formalwear workshop. I’m standing on a chair wearing a ball gown while the prince hems the skirt. I’ve been his model ever since he started this little fashion adventure. Sports apparel wasn’t so bad. I got a great pair of cross-trainers out of the deal. But I never want to relive that ladies’ swim-wear business again.

“My theory,” he says, “is that a well-designed gown and the right accessories can turn any young lady into a princess. This ball my folks are throwing tonight will be my chance prove it.”

“Count me out,” I say. “I’m too hairy for the strapless look.”

“Not you. No hard feelings, buddy, but my grade took a dive when you modeled that bikini.” The prince turns me so he can hem the back. “You know that chambermaid we pass every morning—the one who dumps the garbage?”

“Cinderella?”

“Yeah. Here’s the plan.” He finishes stitching and snips the thread. “I rented a carriage. Budget Buggy needs it back by midnight, though, so Cinderella will have to leave the ball early. Your job is to convince her to come in the first place.”

He rummages around on his worktable and pulls out one of his sister’s old ballet costumes. “Wear this. But lose the jester hat. I’ll fix you up with a tiara or something. And a wand, of course. Wave it and— poof!—you change an eggplant into a handsome carriage.”

“An eggplant?”

“Eggplant, pumpkin, whatever’s growing in the garden. Then—poof!—the dress appears.”

“Poof, huh? And she’s not gonna notice when I run off and fetch the dress and carriage stashed behind the garage?”

“Tell her to close her eyes. Gee whiz, Rudy, do I have to think of everything?”

“I’ve got a better idea. Give her the dress and an invitation to the ball, and just ask her to help you out.”

The prince rolls his eyes. “Be sensible, Rudy. She’d never believe Prince Charming designs formalwear.”

But she’ll buy a fairy godmother with razor stubble?

Next thing I know, I’m standing in the alley behind Cinderella’s house wearing a tutu that won’t zip all the way. Cinderella comes out to dump the trash.

“Close your eyes,” I say, “and you’ll get a big surprise.”

“You’re gonna get a big surprise, buddy, if you don’t get out of my yard.”

“Look, Cinderella, I’m just doing my job. There’s a carriage around the corner. I’ve got this dress. Why don’t you go change, and I’ll take you to the ball?”

Her eyes narrow. “Are you asking me out?”

“Look, just put on the dress. I’ll explain on the way.”

Cinderella is a pretty good sport once I spill the whole story. “Hey, I understand,” she says. “I’ve got dreams of my own. But I can’t guarantee I’ll be able to dance in glass slippers.”

Not to worry. Cinderella makes a big splash at the party. Prince Charming sure knows how to put together a ball gown. He could use a little help in the small-talk department, though. He spends most of the night dragging Cinderella from guest to guest, making introductions.

“I’d like you to meet Cinderella,” he tells them. “She’s wearing a classic gown that achieves a striking balance between brilliant glamour and quiet elegance. The strapless bodice of gold brocade is set off by the deep blue, full-cut velvet skirt. A single strand of pearls completes the ensemble.”

Oh, brother.

He gets some pretty funny looks from the party guests, but his folks are thrilled—especially when he starts scribbling notes for his project report. They think he’s writing down Cinderella’s phone number. Then the band takes a break, and we hear the clock bonging away in the tower.

Cinderella glances at her watch. “Oh, man! I gotta get over to Budget Buggy.” She grabs her purse and heads for the door. The king runs after her, but all he finds is one of her shoes at the bottom of the steps.

The next morning there’s a big commotion in the throne room. The princess we found in the tower is yawning while her parents holler at the seven little guys from the forest. Ms. White’s inching toward the door. Suddenly, the king’s men march in carrying Cinderella.

“The shoe fits,” says one of the men.

The queen looks like she’s going to pass out.

“What’s going on?” asks the prince.

The king clears his throat. “Son, it seems you are engaged to marry all three of these women.”

“Marry?” Cinderella shakes herself free of the guards. “Like I’m gonna meet this guy one day and marry him the next! Are you people living in a fairy tale?”

The king looks flustered. “Son, you can’t go around rescuing maidens willy-nilly and then leaving them. Certain things are expected of you.”

“Quite right,” says the queen. “I met your father when he climbed my hair to rescue me from a tower. We’ve lived happily ever after. That’s all we want for you, dear.”

“But it’s not what I want, Mother.” The prince pulls his sketchbook out from under his breastplate and turns to the page with Cinderella’s dress on it. “See?”

“Oh, my.” The queen leafs through the sketchbook. “You did these?”

The king looks over the queen’s shoulder. “You’ve got quite a talent, son.”

“I don’t mean to hurt your feelings,” says the prince, “but I can’t live happily ever after without my design work. I must finish my studies at the academy.” He turns to the three ladies. “Sorry for the mistake.”

“No big deal,” says Ms. White. “I’ve been cleaning up after these dwarves for months. They’re sweet and they’d do anything for me, but not one of them has figured out how to take his socks off right side out. And replacing empty toilet paper rolls? Forget it. Look, Prince, you seem like a nice guy, and I appreciate the Heimlich maneuver yesterday, but I don’t need another man in my life right now. No offense.”

“Me neither,” says the yawning princess. “I’ve been cooped up in that castle for a hundred years. I thought I’d take the summer off and backpack through Europe.”

So the three ladies head off to make their own tales. The prince begins measuring his mother for a new dress, and the king starts a guest list for the prince’s graduation party. In the spirit of the moment, I kick my shoes into the fireplace. Good-bye, jingle bells. And while I’m at it, the stupid hat goes, too. I lace up my cross-trainers, thinking everybody’s finally going to live happily ever after.

Monday morning the prince and I are headed for the fashion academy when the prince stops suddenly.

“Rudy, take a look at the girl with the basket. I don’t believe it!”

Me neither. She’s chatting with a wolf.

“What is that awful red thing she’s wearing? It doesn’t flatter her figure at all. But you know, with some gathering below the waist and maybe a three-quarter length sleeve. . . . ”


Goldy Locks

BY TIMOTHY TOCHER

Papa Bear fixed his beady eyes on the car pulling out of the driveway. He’d just seen a little girl with a backpack and a man in a business suit leave the house. The woman backed her station wagon over the edge of the lawn and roared off.

Papa Bear was sure the house was finally empty. He woofed softly, and his son was instantly by his side, sticking his nose through the bushes.

Mama Bear was worried. “Please, honey, let’s go back over the mountain. I’m sure we can find a good den for the winter. Maybe we missed a spot.”

“Missed a spot? Those bulldozers have knocked down so many trees that there’s nowhere left to hide. Once they decided to build that highway, our home was doomed,” Papa Bear answered.

“But, honey,” Mama Bear protested, “we can’t live with people.”

“We can’t live without them, either. They’ve taken our home; now I’m taking one of theirs.”

“Think of Baby Bear,” Mama Bear tried again. “It’s not safe for him to spend the winter in somebody’s basement. What if we’re found?”

“People aren’t sensible like bears,” Papa Bear assured her. “They won’t come back to this den until nightfall. By then we’ll be deep in hibernation in the ground under their den. They won’t even know we’re there.”

Papa Bear would have been surprised if he’d been watching the back of the house at that moment. Goldy Locks had left the house, but she hadn’t gone to her bus stop. She, too, had been waiting for her parents to leave. As soon as her mom drove away, she snuck back to the house and entered through the back door, which she had left unlocked.

Goldy liked school and had never played hooky before. But today she had an important reason. She belonged to the Hair Raising Book Club, and just yesterday she’d received the latest book in the mail. Return of the Monsters #4 was sure to be the best one yet, and she couldn’t wait to read it. She had loved all the Monster books. How could she be expected to sit in school when her new book was waiting at home? Besides, her classmate, Mary Contrary, had probably read the whole book last night and would be blabbing the ending to everyone.

Goldy raced up to her room, forgetting to lock the back door behind her. She passed through her bedroom, grabbed the book from her nightstand, and ducked into the crawlspace behind her clothes closet. She kept a flashlight there especially for reading scary stories.

“If you know so much about people, how are we going to get into their den?” asked Mama Bear.

“People are stupid—that’s how. They have so many holes leading into their dens that someone always leaves one open. Let’s go check.”

The three bears ambled across the lawn and onto the front porch. To Mama Bear’s relief, everything was locked up tight. Papa Bear headed around back, however, and soon found the door Goldy had left open.

“Come on!” he urged the others. As soon as they were inside, he closed the door with a swipe of a paw. Upstairs, Goldy jumped at the sound but decided it was just her imagination. She returned to her book. The monsters were digging their way out of the coal mine in which they’d been buried in Return of the Monsters #3.

“How do we get to the basement?” asked Mama Bear. She hated being in this house; it smelled strange. She wanted to hide.

“We’ve got all day,” replied Papa Bear. Let’s explore first. I’ve always wanted to see one of these human dens, and now’s our chance.”

“Yeah, Pop, let’s check it out!” cried Baby Bear. “If you hold your nose, it’s not bad in here.”

“We’ll start at the top and work our way down,” commanded Papa Bear. “Follow me!” He bounded down the hall and up the stairs. He loved the way his sharp claws dug into the carpet.

Baby Bear jumped onto the railing and shinnied up until he banged his head on the knob at the top.

His mother lifted him down and gently prodded him along the hall. Papa Bear ran through the first open doorway—into the bathroom. When his feet hit the tile floor, he slid all the way across the room and bounced off the toilet.

He was still rubbing the lump on his head when his son crashed into him from behind. Only cautious Mama Bear came in without falling.

Goldy jumped again in her crawlspace. This was the scariest book yet. The spooky story and being home alone were really getting to her. She could swear she’d heard noises coming from the bathroom.

“What’s this room for, Pop? Why’s the floor slippery?

Papa Bear looked around. Then he spotted the pool of water in the toilet. “Uh . . . this is where people drink, Son. They don’t even have to go outside.”

He lapped some water from the bowl, then moved aside so Mama Bear and Baby Bear could have a taste.

“I don’t smell any fish in it,” said Papa Bear. “Too bland.”

“Not cold enough,” said Mama Bear. “Give me a fresh mountain stream any day.”

“I think it’s great! Water right in your den! People have it made,” said Baby Bear.

He reached out his paw and touched the handle. “What’s this for, Pop?” He pulled it down. The rush of noise and water scared all three bears. But it shocked Goldy most of all.

“Oh no, there is someone here! What if it’s the monsters? Maybe this time they’ve returned to my house!” She flipped through the book and was happy to see no mention of her house. It looked like the monsters would terrorize a mall this time.

Goldy was terrified, but she reminded herself that no one knew she was there. Maybe if she stayed still, whatever was out there (using her toilet—yuck!) would go away. She shut off her flashlight and sat miserably in the dark, hugging her knees.

The startled bears were skidding around the bathroom, their claws scrabbling on the tile. Then they began to calm down.

“Awesome, Pop! That handle makes a little waterfall so the water’s always fresh.” He pushed the lever again.

“Please stop doing that!” begged Mama Bear.

“What is wrong with this person?” wondered Goldy. “Or are there two people?”

Baby Bear was bouncing around the bathroom, cuffing every handle and lever he could find. When he started the shower, all three bears gaped in amazement.

“Indoor rain! I can’t believe it! People are so smart!”

“You mean so dumb, Son. They have everything from outdoors here in their den, yet they go off and leave it empty all day.”

“Let’s check some other rooms,” said Baby as he raced down the hall to Goldy’s bedroom.

Baby looked around in awe. He didn’t know what to make of Goldy’s television or CD player. But her bed looked so soft, he scrambled up on it. Then he froze.

Leaning against the pillow was a smaller version of—himself! He woofed at the teddy bear, but it didn’t respond. He was batting it gently with his paw when his parents shuffled into the room.

“Look, Pop, they like us! Here’s a fake cub that looks almost like me.”

Papa Bear was amazed too. “I told you: they have everything from outside in here—even bears. But none of it’s as good. That bear just sits there all day. What good is he?”

Goldy was becoming almost as curious as she was frightened. She heard woofing noises, shuffling footsteps, groaning bedsprings. What was going on?

She crept across the crawlspace and put her eye against a crack in the door. She could see part of her bed through the open closet door. Sitting on it was the cutest bear cub she had ever seen! It looked a lot like Teddy, her dear stuffed bear. Not that she still played with stuffed animals. She was far too grown-up for that. It was just that Teddy had been with her as long as she could remember, so she kept him around.

Goldy was so excited to see a bear cub that she almost burst out of the crawlspace for a closer look. But just then her view was blocked by something big and hairy. There was a grown bear, too!

As Papa Bear crossed the room, Goldy caught sight of Mama Bear standing timidly in the doorway. Three bears! The whole situation seemed strangely familiar to Goldy. Maybe she had read something similar in a Hair-Raising book.

Baby Bear bounded from the bed into the closet. Goldy thought he had spotted her, but he was just exploring.

“Pop, what are all these for?” He pointed to the dozens of hangers holding Goldy’s clothes.

“Be happy we have hair, Son. People have to use all this stuff to protect themselves from the weather.”

Mama Bear stamped her paw angrily.

“Did we come here to find a den or not? We’re wasting the whole day, and we don’t even know if there’s a spot for us here. I’m going downstairs to look in the basement.”

“Come on, Son. Mama is right. We’ve had our fun, but we still need someplace to spend the winter. Follow me.”

Papa Bear ambled out of the closet, through the bedroom, and down the stairs. Baby Bear reluctantly followed, and Mama Bear brought up the rear.

When they were gone, Goldy crept from her hiding place and listened at the top of the stairs. The basement door was ajar, and she heard the bears squeeze through and barrel down the steps.

The three bears stumbled into a huge room packed with old toys, broken furniture, bicycles, and piles of books and magazines.

Mama Bear rubbed her paws on the concrete floor. “We can’t dig into this. This is even harder than the rest of the house. We can’t stay here.”

Papa Bear was ashamed. He’d been sure that there was bare earth under the people’s house. But there was not one corner into which he could dig. He knew he and Mama Bear could survive a winter with little food and shelter, but he wasn’t so sure about Baby Bear.

Meanwhile, Goldy kept leaning further and further through the basement door, trying to see what the bears were up to. At last she leaned too far, and down the stairs she tumbled.

The noise made Papa Bear and Mama Bear rear up and growl fiercely as they jumped between Baby Bear and the steps. But when they saw the little girl, they dropped down on all fours.

For a moment no one moved. Goldy wasn’t hurt, just a little dazed. Baby Bear squeezed between his protective parents and nudged Goldy with his snout. His cold nose tickled her, and she laughed. Baby Bear nudged her again. She reached out slowly, keeping one eye on his parents, and scratched him behind the ear. He loved it and pressed against her fingers for more.

“Let’s leave. This one is harmless, but more people may come. Let’s go while we still can!” insisted Mama.

“Come on, Son. We’re heading back outdoors where we belong. This whole expedition was a terrible mistake.”

Goldy heard their sounds, but she had no idea what the bears were saying to each other. She only knew she’d like to scratch and cuddle Baby Bear forever.

“Mom, Pop, I love you, but this hibernation stuff is not for me. That was fine for you old bears. When you were kids there was plenty of wilderness and you could hunker down in a hole and sleep a few months away each year. But things are different now. I’ve got to learn how to live with people. This girl likes me, and I’d like to stay right here for the winter.”

“But what will you eat?” exclaimed Mama Bear.

“People have to eat, too, and I’ll bet that like everything else, they do it right in this den. The girl will take care of me—I know it. In the spring you and Dad and I will all look for a new place to live.”

Goldy sensed that something exciting was about to happen. She got up slowly, and Baby Bear nuzzled her legs. Goldy didn’t think bears could cry, but Mama Bear looked like she might. The two big bears trudged up the steps and were gone. Goldy heard the back door slam and she and Baby Bear were alone. She knew she must keep him—at least for the winter. But where?

Her crawlspace! It would be perfect! It was warm and dry. Her parents never went in there, and she could let Baby Bear out into her room at night.

That winter was the happiest of Goldy’s life. She and Baby Bear played every night. She read him scary stories by flashlight. They snuggled together when the winter winds blew.

Mr. and Mrs. Locks were pleased to see Goldy so happy, but they were also a little worried. Her appetite seemed to have increased tremendously—the fridge was always empty. She spent a lot of time in her room, and she snored very loudly when she slept. The family doctor gave Goldy a thorough checkup and told her parents not to worry.

At school, Goldy started an ecology club. The club members picked up trash along hiking trails in the woods. They recycled bottles, cans, and newspapers and donated the money to wildlife groups.

Goldy’s new interest helped her become an even better student, which made Mr. and Mrs. Locks happy and eager to help with her cause. It was too late to stop the highway construction, but they were able to persuade the builders to provide tunnels so animals could cross safely. And they helped groups in nearby communities who were trying to preserve their woodlands.

As for Mama and Papa Bear, the winter went well for them. They spent it curled up in the nature center Goldy’s club had helped start.

Goldy was still haunted by a feeling that she had met these bears before. She couldn’t quite recall the story, but she knew that this time it would have a happier ending.
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Introduction

Nothing has to stay the same forever—especially if it doesn’t make sense. Take fairy tales, for example. I think you’ll agree with me that a princess shouldn’t have to marry a knight she doesn’t love (even if the knight does defeat a dragon), that no one can weave straw into gold, that no prince in his right mind would marry a princess who complains about a pea under twenty mattresses, and that the brave little tailor was actually a vain braggart. If you agree that these things don’t make sense, then you’ll love this collection of fairy tales.

We’ve taken some of the most famous fairy-tale characters and twisted things around to make their stories a lot more fun to read. Rumple-what’s-his-name is now a private investigator who uncovers the straw-into-gold scam. And, speaking of scams, a clever princess named Katie makes a deal with a dragon so she won’t have to marry a pompous knight. There’s also a story about a fairy godfather who disagrees with most of the advice that fairy godmothers are supposed to give, and a story about Little Red Riding Hood, who gets angry at the wolf for refusing to eat her sick grandmother.

I suppose my favorite story—perhaps because I wrote it—is about Michelle Koszlowski, the daughter of a plumber from Sheboygan, Michigan. She loves to buy clothes and hates to work, and constantly wishes she were a princess. Well, as the saying goes, be careful what you wish for, because it might come true.

I think by now you’ve figured out that these are not your run-of-the-mill Grimm fairy tales. They’re different—and you will be too after you read them, because the underlying message of these stories is that things don’t have to be the way they always were. Particularly if they don’t make sense.

Happy reading!

[image: Image]

Bruce Lansky


Rumpelstiltskin, Private Eye

BY JASON SANFORD

The name on my door says it all: “Rumpelstiltskin, Private Eye.” I’m the one people turn to when they’re in a jam. Remember that crazy wolf who blew down those pigs’ houses? I caught him. When Jack stole the giant’s golden-egg-laying hen, I tracked him down.

’Course, things don’t always go so smoothly. Take my last case. What started out as a good mystery almost ended with me in the dungeon … all because of the captain of the guard, a miller’s daughter, and a whole lot of straw.

It began on a rainy Friday afternoon. I was watching an old Sherlock Holmes movie on TV when the miller walked in the door. I recognized him right away; he and his daughter had been in the news a lot lately. Rumor had it she’d been spinning straw into gold for the king, but I didn’t believe that for a minute.

“I’m looking for a private eye,” the miller said.

“That’s me. Have a seat.”

I poured the miller a glass of soda pop. He was a scraggly looking man, clothes patched and double patched. He needed a haircut worse than Rapunzel.

The miller sipped his drink, then sighed. “It’s my daughter,” he said. “She’s been kidnapped by the king.”

I whistled. The king was a little greedy—he said he’d marry anyone who could increase his stash of golden cash. Still, he was a nice guy and I had trouble believing that he would kidnap anyone. “Can your daughter really spin straw into gold?”

The miller shook his head. “Of course not. What fairy tale do you think this is?”

“Then why would the king kidnap her?”

“Well …” the miller said, looking a little sheepish. “I was bowling with the captain of the palace guard, and I happened to mention how intelligent my daughter is, how beautiful she is, how …” he paused. “How she can spin straw into gold. Next day she was gone.”

I groaned. There’s no telling how many kids have gotten into trouble because their parents brag a little too much.

“I guess the captain told the king what I said,” the miller concluded. “Can you get my daughter out of the castle?”

I thought about it. I’d had a run-in with the captain of the guard before—caught him taking a bribe from Puss in Boots. It didn’t surprise me that he was mixed up in this. But why would the king keep the miller’s daughter in the castle if she couldn’t spin straw into gold? Surely he’d have discovered that little fact by now.

I told the miller I’d take the case. I loved a good mystery, and this one was a puzzler. I shook hands with the miller, then ran to the castle. It was still raining, but I figured, hey, this’ll save me the trouble of bathing tonight.

I stopped at the guard house by the drawbridge. My friend Happy was on duty. He and I had been the first really short people to make it through the Guard Academy. After I quit to become a private eye, Happy’d stayed on and became a lieutenant. He said being a castle guard paid better than working for Snow White, and it was easier than being self-employed like me.

“What’s up, Rump?” Happy asked.

“I need to see the king,” I said. “Got a case that involves him.”

Happy shook his head. “No can do, bud. The captain of the guard said no visitors today, and I’m doing just what he says. The captain’s got a major case of hay fever and he’s in a nasty mood.”

“Now why would hay fever be bothering him inside the castle?”

Happy grinned. “The captain found someone to spin straw into gold for the king. His Highness was so excited he ordered us to collect every bit of straw in the kingdom. One of the three pigs came by today and yelled at me because we even took down his straw house.”

“Can the miller’s daughter really spin straw into gold?” I asked.

Happy nodded. “Seen it myself—straw goes in the main storeroom at night; gold comes out the next day. The king’s making a bundle.”

I was just about to ask Happy to let me in the castle to snoop around when the captain of the guard appeared.

“What is he doing here?” the captain barked at Happy.

“I’m looking for the miller’s daughter,” I said. “Seen her?”

The captain glared at me. As he leaned close to me, I caught a whiff of him. Phew! His uniform was filthy, and he smelled like rotten fish. “I don’t talk to little creeps like you, Bumplestiltskin,” he said.

“Rumpelstiltskin,” I said. “The name’s Rumpelstiltskin.” The captain had never been able to remember my name.

“Whatever,” the captain said. “Happy, follow your orders. No visitors.” He walked back into the castle.

Happy sighed. He didn’t like the captain, either.

“Where’s the miller’s daughter?” I asked.

“She’s in the storeroom,” Happy whispered, “but you’d better stay away. You get anywhere near her and the captain’ll be after you like the Big Bad Wolf.”

I thanked Happy and walked away. Things just didn’t make sense. No one could spin straw into gold, but it sure sounded as if that were happening. I had to get in the castle to see for myself—but how? The castle walls were forty feet tall, and the rain made them as slick as ice. I looked down at the moat and saw water shooting out of a drainpipe.

Bingo, I thought. Every room in the castle had a large drain on the floor to let water out.

Later that night, after the rain had stopped, I swam across the moat and squirmed like a worm through the drainpipe. Talk about disgusting—mushy garbage and rats were everywhere. I even got a bath in some old fish stew that someone had dumped down the drain.

Soon the drainpipe widened into a sewer. It was so dark in there, I had to feel my way along the sewer wall. Suddenly I stumbled over some heavy bags of trash. One of the bags slumped onto me as I went sprawling in the muck. I wiggled out from under it and kept groping along. Eventually I found the pipe leading to the storeroom. As I eased up the room’s drain cover, it clanked softly on the stone floor.

“Who’s there?” a voice snapped.

I looked around and saw a young woman sitting by a spinning wheel in one corner of the room.

“My name’s Rumpelstiltskin,” I said. “I’m a private eye. Your father sent me to help you.”

“Great,” she said. “I thought I’d be stuck here until not-so-happily ever after.” Suddenly she wrinkled her nose. “Phew!” she said, waving her hand at me.

“Yeah, well,” I said. “Real-life rescues tend to be messier than in fairy tales.”

I crawled out of the drain and stood up. “The cleanest escape would be out the window,” I said as I approached her. Then it hit me: the miller’s daughter had supposedly been spinning straw into gold all night, but there was no gold—and only a little straw—in the room.

“Aren’t we missing something here?” I asked. “Where’s all the straw and gold?”

“Oh, the captain’s already stashed the straw. As for the gold … well, I suppose you’ll be taking the blame for that.”

Blame for what? I thought. Suddenly an alarm went off in my head. I’d been set up! I tried to run, but the woman grabbed me. She was a full two feet taller than me and held me in a half nelson.

“I’ve got the thief!” she yelled, tightening her grip on my neck. “Guards! Guards!”

“No,” I choked. “I’m here to help you.”

“I don’t need your help,” she said. “I’m going to be a queen.”

I couldn’t believe my ears. Before I could say anything, the storeroom door opened, and in walked the captain and a couple of guards.

“Looks like we’ve caught the thief,” the captain said.

“I’m not a thief.”

The captain chuckled.

“You made it easy, Bumpletallskin,” he said.

“Rumpelstiltskin,” I said. “The name’s Rumpelstiltskin.”

“Whatever,” the captain said. He pulled out a handkerchief and sneezed. “Anyway, I knew you couldn’t ignore a good mystery.”

“What’s going on?” I asked. “Tricking the king into believing the miller’s daughter can spin straw into gold isn’t going to do anything for you.”

The captain laughed. “We’ll see,” he said. “Arrest him.”

Gee, I thought, the Wicked Witch hasn’t got anything on this guy. Still, you don’t get to be a P.I. if you can’t improvise. I pushed my shoe under some straw and kicked it up into the captain’s face. He exploded into a fit of coughs and sneezes as the other guards tried to help him.

“Gotta love hay fever,” I said to the miller’s daughter as I stomped on her foot. She screamed and let me go. I lunged for the window.

“Get him!” the captain gasped, but I was already jumping. It was forty feet down—right into the moat. Looks like I was finally getting my bath. I pulled myself out of the water and ran for my life.

The next morning I was on the lam. I hid in an apple tree on Old McDonald’s farm, listening to my Walkman. The radio was full of news about me stealing twenty bags of gold from the king’s treasury.

I groaned. It was a good scam. The captain was stealing gold from the treasury to convince the king that the miller’s daughter could spin straw into gold. With me accused of robbing the treasury, it would be hard to prove that no new gold had been added to it. Instead, the miller’s daughter would marry the king, the captain would gain a fortune in stolen gold, and I’d be on my way to the dungeon.

I wanted to scream. I couldn’t let the captain get away with this, but what could I do? It would only be a matter of time until the guards found me.

Suddenly it hit me. Actually, it bit me. A horse thrust its head into my tree to nibble an apple and got me instead. I fell out of the apple tree and landed hard on my butt. As I rubbed my bruised leg, I felt something in my pocket that hadn’t been there the day before. I pulled it out: a gold coin. How had that gotten in there?

Then I smiled. All at once, I knew how to expose the captain as a thief, stop the king from marrying a con artist, and clear my name.

The radio said the king’s wedding would be that Saturday in the castle. The entire kingdom was invited, and I figured it wouldn’t be too hard to sneak in. Nobody would expect that I’d be dumb enough to return to the scene of the crime.

On the wedding day, I hid until the miller and his daughter were marching down the aisle. Then, with a yell I jumped up on the pipe organ. That wedding went quiet faster than Little Bo Peep lost her sheep. The king and his bride were horrified.

The captain of the guard ran toward me.

“You’re under arrest, Wrinklesoftskin!” he shouted.

“Rumpelstiltskin!” I yelled. “The name’s Rumpelstiltskin!”

“Whatever,” the captain said. Behind him, the wedding guests whispered excitedly. Well, I’d give them even more to whisper about.

“I have come to throw myself on the mercy of Your Majesty,” I said, bowing low. “And to restore the stolen gold.”

As you can imagine, that got the greedy king’s attention. He signaled for silence, then looked at me.

“Very well,” he said. “Please tell me where my gold is.”

“I’ll do better than that; I’ll show you.”

The captain of the guard started to protest, but the king hushed him. He wanted his gold back. Figuring that he still had the best of me, the captain gave in. Happy came up to tie my hands.

“I can’t believe you did it,” Happy said with dismay.

“Wait and see,” I said. “I might surprise you yet.”

Happy finished tying my hands, then dragged me before the king.

“Now,” the king said, “lead us to the gold.”

I started walking toward the throne room.

“Where are you going?” the king asked.

“The gold’s in the castle,” I said.

The captain of the guard and the miller’s daughter exchanged worried looks, but the king didn’t notice. He really wanted his gold back. So I took off, with the king, Happy, the miller and his daughter, and the captain trooping along behind me.

I kept close to the captain. We walked through the throne room, past the treasury, down into the kitchen. The captain was starting to get restless.

“You are trying my patience, Stumblestiltskin,” he said.

“The name’s … oh, never mind,” I said. “The gold’s nearby; I just forgot which room.”

We descended a stairway and walked down a long hall. This was taking longer than I’d thought it would. I was just getting nervous when the captain pulled out a handkerchief, took a deep breath, and sneezed.

“The gold’s in there,” I said, pointing to the nearest door. It led to the dungeon.

“Preposterous,” the captain blustered, but he wasn’t in charge here.

“Open the door,” the king ordered. Happy marched forward and swung the door wide open. We crowded in to stare at … straw. There were piles and piles of straw.

At first no one understood. “Where’s the gold?” the king asked. Then Happy smiled, and turned toward the king.

“The captain said all the straw in the kingdom had been turned into gold,” Happy said. “If that’s true, what’s this straw doing here?”

The captain sneezed.

“The miller’s daughter didn’t spin any straw into gold,” I said. “The captain swapped the straw for gold from the treasury, then blamed his theft on me. The two were working in cahoots to rob you, Your Majesty.”

“Then where is my gold?” the king asked.

“Hidden in the sewer under the castle,” I said. Then I pulled out the gold coin I’d found in my pocket. “I tripped over the bags climbing up here to ‘rescue’ the miller’s daughter, and this slid into my pocket. Then I remembered how the captain smelled like rotten fish the other day—just like I did after crawling through the sewer. I figure he was hiding the gold there until the coast was clear.”

The king frowned at the captain and the miller’s daughter.

“It wasn’t my fault,” the miller’s daughter stammered. “My father and the captain made me do it.”

Well that did it. The miller, his daughter, and the captain began yelling and arguing like you wouldn’t believe. There was no honor among these thieves. The king ordered Happy to throw them all in the dungeon. Happy and I then crawled into the sewer and retrieved all the stolen gold.

The next day I came to the castle.

“Congrats on the promotion,” I told Happy. He’d been bumped up to captain, what with the former captain doing time.

“Thanks,” he said. “Glad to know that you’re not a thief.”

“How’s the king doing, now that he knows his gold-spinning bride was a fake?”

Happy shrugged. “Actually, he’s feeling great. He just heard about this guy named Midas, who has the golden touch. The king thinks he’ll be rolling in gold before the week is out.”

I groaned. It looked as if the king would be keeping me busy for the next few happily ever afters—very busy. And that’s nothing to sneeze at.


The Girl Who Wanted to Be a Princess

BY BRUCE LANSKY

Not long ago, Michelle Koszlowski lived with her parents and her bratty little brother, Donald, in a gray house with white shutters. The Koszlowski house looked just like all the other gray houses with white shutters on Maple Street in Sheboygan, Michigan.

Michelle didn’t like her house much. She thought it was too … well … ordinary. She didn’t like cleaning her room, washing the dishes, mowing the lawn, or baby-sitting Donald, either. In fact, she hated any kind of work.

What she did like was hanging out with her friends at the mall and trying on trendy jeans, sneakers, dresses, and tops at her favorite stores. And although Michelle felt embarrassed by her rather ordinary parents, that didn’t stop her from begging them for money to enhance her wardrobe.

One day Michelle came down to breakfast wearing a long face, pajamas, and a bathrobe. She slumped heavily into a chair.

“What’s the matter, dear?” asked her doting mother.

“I can’t possibly go to school today,” Michelle pouted, “I have nothing to wear.”

Her father looked up from his newspaper. “Michelle, honey, please! We can’t afford to buy you everything you want. If you want some new clothes, you can earn some money to buy them by helping out around the house: you could mow the lawn or baby-sit your brother.”

“Work? Me? You must be kidding.” Michelle yawned, patting her lips with her hand.

“Get real,” joked her mother.

But Michelle did not smile. She scowled as she ate her breakfast, then, still scowling, she stood up and stomped away from the table.

“You forgot to clear your dishes, Michelle,” her mother called after her.

Michelle turned around and stared at her mother. “Why should I clear them?

“Because you used them,” her father exploded. “You must think you’re Princess Michelle or something. Well, you’re not. You’re Michelle Koszlowski, daughter of Joe Koszlowski, a hardworking plumber from Sheboygan.”

Michelle glared at her parents. “I wish I were Princess Michelle!” she snapped. Then she tossed her head and stalked out of the room, slamming the door behind her.

Michelle’s mother looked at her husband and sighed. “Maybe she just wasn’t cut out to be a middle-class American kid. Maybe we should tell her the truth—and give her a choice.”

Michelle’s father nodded grimly.

Michelle’s parents found her pouting in her room. “Michelle,” her father said solemnly, “there’s something you should know.” Michelle wiped her eyes and looked up at her father.

“Before World War II, my family lived in Poland,” began her father. “The Koszlowskis were titled aristocrats and lived in a centuries-old castle. But when the Communists came to power, the Koszlowskis lost everything. My father moved to America, but his older brother, Alex, and Alex’s wife, Lidia, moved to Paris and waited. When the Communists lost the elections in Poland a few years ago, Alex and Lidia moved back to Poland and reclaimed the family property.

“We haven’t told you about the old country because we are happy with our life in the United States. But perhaps you aren’t. You could visit Poland this summer and stay with Count Alex and Countess Lidia, your great-uncle and great-aunt. They never had children and have always wanted to meet you.

“Of course, their lifestyle is very different from ours. They’d provide you with more new clothes than you could ever wear. You’d never have to clear the table or make your bed. You’d have a butler and maid to serve you. They’d treat you like a princess. You might like it so much, you’d want to stay.”

“Yes!” Michelle exclaimed. She had always believed that she deserved the finer things in life. Having lots of clothes and living like a princess in a castle sounded perfect. She was so excited that she blurted out: “There’s just a month till summer vacation. I can hardly wait!”

Of course, Michelle’s parents were disappointed that she wanted to go, but they loved her very much and wanted her to be happy. Her father called Count Alex and Countess Lidia to ask if they’d like a summer guest. Then Michelle’s mother called a travel agent to make arrangements.

Michelle couldn’t keep her mind on schoolwork that month. She was too busy daydreaming about her new life and telling all her friends that she’d soon be living in a castle. Her friends clung around her, asking a million questions and calling her Princess Michelle. She loved all the attention.

Finally the school year ended, and Michelle’s departure date arrived. The ride to the airport was very sad for Michelle’s parents. As Michelle’s father hugged her good-bye, he said, “I’m sorry that what we have isn’t good enough for you. I hope you will be happy living like a princess. Remember to call home.”

Michelle couldn’t understand why her parents were so glum, but she indulged them each with a hug and a kiss. No sooner was she on the airplane than her spirits soared. She fell asleep dreaming of life as Princess Michelle. She didn’t wake up until the plane landed.

A chauffeur in a dark suit and cap met her at the airport and whisked her away in a sleek black Mercedes with a TV and refrigerator. Soon after she finished a bottle of mineral water and a can of smoked almonds, the car glided through the gates of an old, ivy-covered castle. It looked right out of a fairy tale.

A butler opened the large oak door for her and showed her to her room. A maid ran a bath for her and told her to dress for dinner. Her closet was stocked with elegant clothes that she could tell were far more costly than anything she’d ever seen at the mall. Michelle’s great-aunt had spared no expense. It was almost too good to be true!

At dinner Michelle met Count Alex and Countess Lidia, who were dressed in formal evening clothes. They told her how pleased they were to have her with them. “Here you’ll have the best of everything, my dear,” said Count Alex.

“Of course, you must learn how to behave like a proper young lady,” said Countess Lidia. “First, you must learn how to dress for dinner. Please go back upstairs and take off those awful blue jeans and put on something more appropriate. And please remove that bubble gum from your mouth. You look like a cow chewing her cud. It’s so uncivilized.”

As a farewell gift, Michelle’s father had bought her a new pair of jeans for her trip, and Michelle loved them. But she did as she was told. She returned wearing a sophisticated black evening dress and shiny black shoes that had been set out for her by her chambermaid.

“Your education begins tonight. Our meal will begin with escargots, which are snails—a French delicacy,” explained Countess Lidia. “The entrée will be sweetbread, which is a fancy name for a calf’s pancreas. The third course will be spinach soufflé.”

“I’d prefer a hamburger and French fries with plenty of ketchup,” said Michelle.

“That’s quite out of the question,” snapped Countess Lidia. “Go ahead and pick up your little fork, dig the snail out of its shell, and place it in your mouth, young lady.” Again Michelle did as she was told, grimacing all the while. “If you insist on making hideous faces,” warned Countess Lidia, “you’ll be asked to leave the table.”

Michelle stopped grimacing, but she didn’t eat much of the exotic food set before her.

After dinner Count Alex and Countess Lidia took Michelle on a tour of the castle grounds. Inside there was a huge ballroom illuminated by real crystal chandeliers. Outdoors there were stables and a riding ring filled with jumps of different heights.

“You’ll love our horses,” Count Alex chatted. “You do ride, don’t you?”

“Sure,” Michelle said hesitantly. What she didn’t say was that trotting nauseated her and the thought of jumping over fences on a horse gave her nightmares.

Michelle searched for a more comfortable topic of conversation. Although the castle was crawling with servants, she had not noticed any children. “Are there any kids my age nearby?” she asked.

“No, but that shouldn’t be a problem,” the countess replied. “You’ll be much too busy with your studies to have time for socializing.”

“Studies? In the summer? In Michigan school’s out from June through August.”

“You won’t be going to school,” explained Countess Lidia. “We’ve hired a tutor for you. You have a lot to learn about Polish language, history, and culture. The sooner you get started, the better. Don’t you agree?”

Michelle didn’t answer. She was thinking about how much she’d miss all her friends. Her reverie ended when Count Alex announced, “You’ll be happy to know that tonight, in honor of your arrival, we’re having a special concert of chamber music. I hope you like it.”

At seven o’clock, guests began arriving in formal attire to meet “Young Lady Michelle,” who was dressed in a stunning white evening gown and the world’s most uncomfortable pair of high heels. After another dinner featuring exotic, unfamiliar foods, all the guests were seated in the ballroom for the concert.

Michelle was bored stiff. She couldn’t stand classical music and asked to be excused. Countess Lidia gave her a stern look and told her it would be rude to leave. “Sit up straight, like a proper young lady, and stop squirming,” she added. Michelle wanted to scream, but instead she sat still, biting her lip with anger.

After the concert, Michelle circulated among the guests, many of whom spoke English. But she soon tired of polite chitchat with stuffy Polish aristocrats about the violinist’s “wonderful vibrato” and the “marvelous hors d’oeuvres” and went upstairs to bed.

As Michelle lay in her enormous bedroom, surrounded by portraits of her ancestors, tears rolled from her eyes. She missed her ordinary parents. She missed her friends. She even missed her bratty brother. Michelle cried herself to sleep.

The next morning she was quite hungry. Michelle threw a bathrobe over her pajamas and ran downstairs to the kitchen to look for something to eat.

“Out, out. This is no place for a young lady,” said the cook, shooing with her hands.

“But I’m hungry,” pleaded Michelle.

“You’ll have to wait until breakfast is served,” the cook answered sternly. “Your choice of smoked salmon or pickled herring.”

“Ish!” moaned Michelle. “I hate fish. I want some corn flakes.”

“I’m very sorry, but we don’t have any corn flakes,” said the cook. “Now please go. Breakfast will be served at nine.”

Michelle was hungry. She was frustrated and lonely, too. She picked up a phone and tried to call home, but kept getting an operator who spoke only Polish.

Countess Lidia, dressed in riding clothes, found Michelle sitting next to the telephone with tears in her eyes. “It isn’t easy making a phone call if you don’t know Polish. That’s why you must begin your studies immediately. By the way, whom are you trying to call?”

“I want to call my parents,” sobbed Michelle.

“You’ll have to wait until afternoon. Right now it’s about two in the morning in Michigan,” Countess Lidia told Michelle. “In the meantime, I’d like you to change into your riding clothes and then join me for breakfast. After that we’ll see what you know about horses.”

Michelle was not anxious to show Countess Lidia what she knew about horses, which wasn’t much. Nonetheless, she put on her riding clothes and showed up for breakfast at the stroke of nine. She was so hungry, she actually ate a few bites of pickled herring before laying down her fork. She folded her hands in front of her and stared at them grimly as the Countess finished eating.

After breakfast, Michelle learned the proper way to mount a horse, sit in the saddle, and post when the horse trotted. Her seat and knees were quite sore when the lesson ended. Her stomach felt queasy, and her face was white. Michelle dreaded jumping over the fences in the ring, which her riding instructor assured her she would attempt by summer’s end.

After a long, hot bath and a change of clothes, Michelle was ready for lunch. She was greeted by a plate full of fried chicken livers, which she didn’t touch. If it hadn’t been for the black bread, she would have starved.

“What’s the matter, Michelle? Aren’t you hungry?” asked Countess Lidia. “You’re not homesick, are you?”

Well, that did it. Michelle burst into tears. Sobbing uncontrollably, she asked Countess Lidia what time it was in Sheboygan.

“It’s about six-forty-five in the morning,” answered Countess Lidia.

Michelle’s tears stopped flowing as suddenly as they’d started. “Perfect timing!” she exclaimed. “If I call now, I’ll catch everyone at home.”

So Countess Lidia got the American Koszlowskis on the line, handed the phone to Michelle, and left the room to give her some privacy. Donald was on the other end.

“Hello, Donald!” Michelle said. “How are you? How is your hamster? I miss you both so much!” Donald couldn’t believe his ears. For as long as he could remember, Michelle had called him “The Brat” and his hamster “The Rat.” She rarely talked to him, unless he was holding the TV remote control and she wanted it.

Soon both her parents got on the line. “How’s my little princess?” her father asked.

Suddenly Michelle began to bawl. “I want to come home,” she cried. “I don’t want to be a princess any more. I’m sick of dressing for dinner, escargots, pickled herring, servants, riding lessons, sitting up straight, and chamber music. I miss corn flakes, hamburgers with French fries, blue jeans, school, my friends, my mother and father, and even Donald and his hamster. Please let me come home.”

“But I thought you’d like all the fancy clothes and servants,” offered her mother.

Her father added, “We just don’t have enough money to afford all the things you want us to buy.”

“That’s okay,” cried Michelle. “I don’t really need all that junk. And if I do want something special, I’ll work for it. I really will.”

“I’m happy to hear that,” said her mother, “because we’re going to a PTA meeting tomorrow night, and we’ll need a babysitter for Donald.”

“I’m going home!” shouted Michelle so loudly that she could be heard in the garden, where Countess Lidia was inspecting her roses, and on the putting green, where Count Alex was practicing his golf game.

“No sooner said, than done,” muttered Count Alex. A servant handed him a cellular phone, and he fired off some orders.

It didn’t take long for the butler to pack Michelle’s personal belongings and hand them to the chauffeur, who was waiting with the Mercedes at the front door. Michelle jumped into her favorite blue jeans and stuck a huge piece of bubble gum into her mouth. As the car glided out the castle gates, a big smile lit Michelle’s face. She couldn’t wait to get back to her gray house with white shutters on Maple Street, her ordinary parents, and her bratty brother, Donald.


The Little Tailor

BY TIMOTHY TOCHER

In a little village deep in the forest lived a tailor. His father had been a tailor before him, and his grandfather, too … and so on back through the generations. The tailor was a small man, so everyone called him the Little Tailor. He lived alone behind his shop, which sat above a bakery on the main street of the village. While the villagers admired his skill, they didn’t enjoy his company because of one really annoying fault: he continually bragged about himself.

The Little Tailor loved his shop. Although the bakery below sometimes made his shop a little too warm, it also filled the place with delicious aromas. In fine weather the Little Tailor often sat on the sill of his large window, sewing, enjoying the breeze, and watching the hustle and bustle of the street below.

Since his work was truly of the highest quality, the Little Tailor was always busy. Today he was sewing new aprons for the baker and the baker’s wife. He was eager to finish. He knew the baker would give him a fresh apple tart, his favorite sweet, along with his payment. At last he tied off the last stitch and hurried downstairs.

As the Little Tailor walked in, the baker was sliding the tarts out of the oven. He praised the fine stitching on the new aprons, but not as much as the Little Tailor praised himself.

“Well, Baker, you know I can do a job only one way,” the Little Tailor boasted. “A king’s robe or a baker’s apron, my stitches are always perfect.”

“And when has a king ever visited our village?” asked the baker.

“If one did, you know he would seek me out.”

With that the Little Tailor accepted a hot, sticky tart and went back upstairs.

He set the tart on the windowsill to cool while he straightened his shop. Humming happily as he worked, he was soon ready for his snack. He approached the window and saw to his dismay that a swarm of flies had discovered the tart. He grabbed a piece of fabric from his worktable and swatted at them.

From either the stickiness of the tart or their full bellies, the flies were slow to react. The Little Tailor was amazed to discover that he had killed seven of them with a single blow. He was so proud of his aim that he scooped up the flies and rushed downstairs to show the baker.

“Look, Baker! Seven with one blow! I know my hands are steady and my eyes sharp, but I never realized the lightning speed I possess! Can you believe it?” As he spoke, he held out the handful of dead flies.

“Don’t bring your flies in here!” the baker scolded. “The street boys will be telling everyone they’re the raisins in my scones.”

“But aren’t you amazed? Seven with one blow! Don’t you wish your hands were that quick?”

“You’ll see how quick my hands are if you don’t quit bragging and get rid of those disgusting flies!” thundered the baker.

Reluctantly the Little Tailor stepped outside to drop the flies into the street. The baker’s wife was just returning from a delivery.

“Mrs. Baker, come and look! Seven with one blow! Has any man a quicker hand or a keener eye? Let me tell you how it happened.”

“Please, Tailor, it’s quite enough to hear you brag about your sewing all the time. You’re just like our old cat, bringing dead mice to show off.”

With that she entered the shop and closed the door. The Little Tailor would not be thwarted. He followed her inside.

“Well, Mrs. Baker, I can understand your jealousy. But it’s not bragging if it’s the truth. Anyone will tell you I sew the straightest stitches around, and now I’ve proven that I have the quickest hands as well. Who knows what other talents I might have?”

“And who cares?” retorted the baker. “Go discover your talents so my wife and I can get back to our work.”

“Baker, try to control your jealousy. You’re a perfectly fine baker. Not everyone can have as many different talents as I do. Why, with my quick hands and my sharp eyes, I could probably go anywhere and do anything.”

“Tailor, you’ve never left this tiny village,” said the baker’s wife. “You still live in the shop where you were born. There’s a big world out there that just might swallow you up if you’re not careful.”

The Little Tailor was taken back by her bluntness. “I have thought many times about seeing the world,” he said. “However, what would this town be without me?”

“It would be a lot more quiet, I warrant.”

“Hmph!” snorted the Little Tailor. He wasn’t used to such frankness. To salvage his dignity, he announced, “I will go out to see the world, then. Perhaps I’ll move to the big city. The people of this village clearly do not appreciate my many talents.”

The Little Tailor stormed up the stairs to his shop. He gathered some bread and cheese from his larder and wrapped them in a handkerchief. He tied the bundle to a stick and slung it over his shoulder. He then crammed his pockets with packets of needles, spools of thread, a pair of scissors, some thimbles, and a pincushion.

He was about to leave when he spotted the scrap of material with which he had slain the seven flies. He sat on the windowsill one last time and embroidered the words “Seven with one blow” in bright red thread onto the scrap. He then tied it across his chest like a sash, locked up the shop, and left.

The Little Tailor had thought he would travel far before nightfall, but in the forest darkness came early. He had only gone a few miles when he decided he had better stop for the night. He dropped his bundle under a giant oak and sat with his back against the trunk. There he ate his meager dinner and fell asleep.

The Little Tailor awoke stiff and cold to a dewy morning. At first he forgot where he was, but then recalled the unpleasantness of the previous day. He was determined to go on. He hadn’t walked far when the ground began to shake. In fear he wrapped his arms around a tree and waited for what he thought was an earthquake to pass.

Instead his unbelieving eyes beheld the approach of a giant as wide as the path and ten feet tall. Swallowing hard, the Little Tailor reminded himself how talented he was. He jumped into the path and shouted, “Stand aside, sir, and make way!”

The startled giant halted and scanned the trail for his challenger. When he saw the bold Little Tailor, he was overcome with laughter.

“You dare to challenge me? Why, my breakfast was bigger than you! Run off while you still can.”

“Mind your manners, Giant, and clear the path for a better man,” responded the Little Tailor.

At this impudence the giant reached out and scooped up the Little Tailor with one greasy hand. He lifted him to eye level and the Little Tailor felt his hot breath. Whatever the giant had eaten for breakfast had been none too fresh.

The giant was about to toss the Little Tailor into the treetops when he noticed the embroidered sash. “Seven with one blow?” he wondered. “Can this little fellow be tougher than he looks?” Just to be the safe, the giant decided to test the Little Tailor’s strength before dealing with him.

He set the Little Tailor down and said, “So you’re a mighty man, eh? Let’s feel your strongest grip.” The giant extended his massive hand. The tailor filled his hand with needles to jab into the giant’s flesh as they shook. “Let’s see how he likes this grip!” he thought.

But the giant’s hands were so tough and callused that the needles bent without piercing his skin. The Little Tailor had to quickly beg for mercy lest his own hand be pierced.

“You don’t have much tolerance for pain,” laughed the giant. “I barely got hold of you before you gave up.”

“No tolerance for pain?” asked the Little Tailor. “Let’s see you match this feat!”

With that the Little Tailor whipped out his scissors and stuck them into his own chest. Of course, a pincushion was hidden in his breast pocket.

The giant, however, seemed unimpressed. He pulled out a dagger as long as the Little Tailor’s leg and plunged it into his own chest. Although the tailor didn’t know it, the giant was carrying half a roasted pig under his jacket in case he needed a snack on the trail.

The Little Tailor winced, but was still not ready to give in. He gathered a handful of nuts from beneath a nearby chestnut tree. He slipped two metal thimbles out of his pocket and hid them among the nuts.

“Let’s see you crack this mouthful of nuts with your teeth,” the tailor said. He held out his hands to the giant.

Laughing, the giant popped everything in his mouth. He chewed twice and swallowed—nuts, shells, thimbles, and all.

“Now you’ve whetted my appetite,” the giant cried. “I think I’ll suck the marrow from this bone, if you’ll be so kind as to crack it for me.”

The giant pulled a gristly bone from one pocket of his jacket and offered it to the Little Tailor. It was so large, the Little Tailor couldn’t open his mouth wide enough to bite it. His tiny teeth scratched feebly at the bone while the giant roared with laughter.

“Seven with one blow! Why, you must have killed seven bugs,” roared the giant. “I think I’ll see how far I can throw you!”

As the giant reached down, the terrified Little Tailor ran between his legs. He swore, “If I get out of this, I’ll never brag again. If not for my boasting, I would be safe and happy in my shop right now.”

He then looked up at an ugly sight. The giant’s trousers were split in the rear, exposing his none-too-clean underwear. As the giant grabbed him and wound up to throw him over the trees, the Little Tailor had one last desperate idea.

“Giant, if you spare my life, I will repair all your clothes. I am but a humble tailor, yet perhaps I can be of service to you.”

His arm cocked, the giant paused. He had never learned how to sew. He had left his parents two years ago and by now every garment he owned was torn.

“Tailor, if I spare your worthless life, will you come live in my cave until all my clothes are repaired? I warn you, it will not be easy work.”

“Yes, kind giant, I promise to do whatever you need. Only … please … let me live.”

For two long months the Little Tailor lived in the giant’s smelly, drafty cave. He worked from sunrise to sunset mending the giant’s shredded clothing. Not only was the giant unable to sew, he had obviously never heard of soap, either. Every garment was filthy and putrid, covered with food and other unidentifiable stains. The tailor was miserable, but he knew his bragging had brought him to this.

Each day as he labored, he dreamed of his little shop and longed to be perched once more on its windowsill. To his surprise, he also remembered how well the people in the village had always treated him, despite his excessive bragging.

At last the day came when the Little Tailor mended the giant’s final torn garment. Since it was nearly dark when he tied off the last stitch, he decided to get some sleep before leaving. When he woke up in the morning, he thought, “What a beautiful day.” He did not care that the day was actually gray and misty. He was going home, so the day was beautiful.

As he looked around the cave, the Little Tailor saw that the giant was already awake. He stood next to the pile of the mended clothing, inspecting each garment.

“Well,” the giant said, “you’ve upheld your part of the bargain. You are a free man. But if I see you in these parts again, you’d better show good manners. No one should be as rude as you were.”

The Little Tailor bowed his head. “I know that now. Here.” The Little Tailor reached into his pocket and removed the crumbled sash that said “Seven with one blow.” He said, “Take this. I have no use for it anymore.”

The giant took the sash and shoved it into one of his newly mended pockets. He then patted the Little Tailor on the back, almost knocking him off his feet. “Well, off with you, then.”

The Little Tailor walked quietly out of the cave and turned onto the path that would lead him home. He thought about his beloved shop, his quiet village, his neighbors, and the baker’s tarts.

The closer he came to the village, the lighter his steps became. Soon, he was skipping joyfully down the main street of the village. His mouth watered as he approached the bakery and smelled fresh tarts being baked.

As he entered the bakery, the baker and his wife looked up from their work.

“Tailor! We thought you had left us for good,” said the wife.

“Where have you been? What adventures did you have?” asked the baker. “You’ve been gone so long, even your bragging will be a welcome sound.”

“Mr. and Mrs. Baker, there will be plenty of time for stories in the years ahead. For now, I’ll say only that I’m happy to be back and glad to see your friendly faces again. I guess I had to leave this place to realize how good it is.”

“But aren’t you upset because we don’t appreciate your many talents?” asked the baker’s wife.

“I was wrong.” the Little Tailor humbly replied. “This village is perfect for me.”

The baker and his wife looked at each other and smiled. Whatever adventures the Little Tailor had experienced seemed to have done him a lot of good.

“Would you like to eat some fresh tarts with us?” the baker asked, pulling a piping hot tray of tarts out of the oven.

“Please,” said the Little Tailor. “And if any flies try to eat my tart this time, I think I’ll just shoo them away.”


A Thoroughly Modern Rapunzel
(Or How I Outsmarted the Witch)

BY JUDE MANDELL

So there I was, me—Rapunzel—prisoner in a tall apartment building, grounded for life by an evil witch … all because my mom was crazy about pizza!

Here’s how it all began. There was once a witch named Mesmerelda who sold the tastiest pizzas in New York. Her recipe was a secret blend of tomatoes, toad toes, spices, spiders, cheese, crust, and magic spells. One bite and you were hooked.

Mom and Dad lived in a tiny house next to Mesmerelda’s restaurant. My father was out of work, so they were too poor to buy her pizza. But they were happy. They were going to have a child: me.

“Youse two lovebirds are lucky,” Mesmerelda said when she heard the news. “I always wanted a brat of my own.”

The next day, a free sample of Mesmerelda’s Magically Delicious Pizza appeared on my parents’ doorstep. A mouth-watering smell drifted from the box.

Mom tasted a slice first. One bite and she was hooked. The next thing Dad knew, she’d wrestled him to the ground and snatched his slice, too.

“Get a grip!” he said, as she shoved both slices in her mouth. “I would have given you my slice if you’d asked.”

“Sorry,” said Mom. “It’s like some weird spell hit me.”

From that day on, Mom was nuts for Mesmerelda’s pizza. When the aroma wafted in from next door, drool dribbled down her chin. Soon she refused to eat anything else.

My father scraped together as much money as he could to buy pizza for my mom, but he could never buy as much as she wanted. So one night when everyone was asleep, my worried father sneaked into Mesmerelda’s kitchen. He quickly grabbed a pizza, stripped off the anchovies, and crept toward the door.

Five steely fingers grabbed his arm. “What’s da matter, thief? Ya don’t like anchovies?” shouted Mesmerelda.

“Don’t sneak up like that,” Dad yelled. “You almost gave me a heart attack.”

“Wait till I call da cops, and dey throw you in jail,” said the witch. “Dat won’t be too good for your health, either.”

“I’ll pay you for the pizza when I get a job, Mesmerelda. Think of it as a loan.”

“Yo! Do I look like a bank? Hand it over, thief.”

“But my wife will starve without your pizza! She won’t eat anything else!”

“Well, I wouldn’t want dat to happen, her havin’ da kid and all,” Mesmerelda said. “Tell you what. Your wife gets all da pizza she wants, on one condition—I get da brat when it’s born.”

“Trade our baby for pizzas?” said Dad. “No way! How’s about I wash your pizza pans instead and work off what I owe?”

“No dice! No baby, no pizza!”

Dad considered. Surely he could change Mesmerelda’s mind by the time I was born. “All right,” he said. “My wife’s favorite is pizza topped with rapunzel salad.”

Mesmerelda grinned. “One rapunzel special comin’ up!”

As the months went by, Dad had no luck in getting Mesmerelda to change her mind.

“Nope!” she’d say. “Da only way you can pay me off is in baby-bucks.”

The minute I wailed my way into the world, Mesmerelda leaped in the window and snatched me from my mother’s arms.

“A girl-brat!” she said. “Thanks. I’ll call her Rapunzel.” She threw some half-price pizza coupons on the bed. “Here’s a bonus, youse two. Enjoy!”

Dad ran after her. “No! You can’t take our daughter,” he cried. “We’ll sell everything we own to pay you back!”

“Youse two are gettin’ on my nerves,” said Mesmerelda.

With a flick of her magic pizza cutter, she changed both my parents into pizza-delivery vans. She jumped into one of them and drove me to a tall apartment building in a deserted neighborhood. She then sealed the windows and doors with magic spells so only she could get in and out.

Every day, she fed me pizza sauce in baby bottles, pizza-flavored baby food, and, when I grew teeth, regular pizza. Eating nothing but pizza made my hair grow like crazy. It was about a jillion feet long by the time I turned seven.

“Seven years old today, eh? You’re growin’ fast, Rapunzel,” said Mesmerelda. “Though you ain’t really my kid, I’m countin’ on you to run my pizza place when I get old. Someday it’ll be yours.”

“What?” I said. “You mean you’re not my mother?”

“Get real,” she said. “We ain’t exactly look-alikes.”

I pleaded with her to tell me what had become of my parents. When she told me about the delivery vans, I got very upset. Afraid I might run away, she moved me to the top floor of the building and removed all the staircases, inside and out.

“Yo, Rapunzel!” she’d yell when she came to visit. “Let down your hair. Pizza delivery.”

I’d throw my long braids over the balcony. Up she would climb, pizza box under her arm.

I put up with this craziness until my thirteenth birthday, when I blew out all the candles on my cake-and-ice-cream pizza and said, “My wish is to be like the kids I see on TV. I want to have friends, go to school, and eat something besides pizza—hot dogs, bagels, tuna-on-rye. If you don’t promise I can do these things, I’ll never let my hair down to you again!”

“Talk back to me, will ya?” she screeched.

She picked up her magic pizza cutter. The next thing I knew, I was a giant pepperoni sausage with long hair. The spell lasted a month. After that, I knew I had to escape.

A week later, a young guy came hip-hopping by the apartment building, his boom box blaring. I stared. No one ever came here. I whistled to him through my teeth, yelled, and stamped my feet. He didn’t hear, so I grabbed the nearest pizza and hurled it like a Frisbee.

It hit him—smack!—in the face.

“Hey!” he yelled. “What’s the big idea?”

“Sorry,” I shouted, “but I need your help.”

He scraped the spinach-and-peanut-butter pizza off his face and got a good look at me. Off went the boom box. “No problemo, beautiful,” he said. “You can throw pizza at me anytime.”

“Rapunzel, Rapunzel!” called a familiar voice.

“Hide!” I said. “Here comes the witch who keeps me captive.” The guy ducked into the alley just before Mesmerelda appeared.

“Yo, Rapunzel! Pizza delivery!” she cried.

I let down my long locks. Up climbed Mesmerelda.

As soon as she left, the guy climbed up. He found me scratching my scalp. “Cooties?” he asked, backing away.

“No!” I said, insulted. “All that pulling on my hair makes my scalp itch.”

He came closer and helped me scratch. “Why doesn’t the witch just fly up here on her broom?”

“She doesn’t have a broom,” I said. “Besides, flying makes her throw up.”

“Sorry I asked,” he said. “My name’s Doug Toto. You old enough to date, Rapunzel? You like to dance?”

“One step at a time,” I said. “First, I need your help to escape from this boring apartment.” I nibbled a piece of pizza.

“Got that figured out already,” he said. “Be ready to leave at daybreak.”

That night Mesmerelda took so long climbing up my hair, my scalp itched worse than ever.

“Darn it, Mesmerelda,” I complained, too irritated to think about what I was saying. “Why do you take so long to climb my hair? Doug Toto climbs it as fast as a spider.”

Mesmerelda dropped the goat-cheese-and-zucchini pizza she was holding. “What are you talkin’ about?”

I realized too late what I had revealed. “Nothing,” I said.

“Nuttin’? Rapunzel, you got more hair den brains. You want I should turn you into a giant mushroom dis time? Tell me about dis boyfriend of yours.”

I could never escape my prison if I were a giant mushroom. Sighing, I told her everything.

Mesmerelda’s eyes flashed. “So dis guy, Doug Toto, is tryin’ to break you out, eh?” she said. “We’ll see about dat!” She climbed back down my hair. When she reached the ground, she pulled out her magic pizza cutter and waved it at me.

Suddenly I felt strangely light-headed. “Oh no!” I wailed.

At the crack of dawn, I heard Doug’s voice calling, “Rapunzel, Rapunzel, let down your hair!”

I stuck my head out the window.

Doug took a step backward. “Good grief,” he said. “You’re as bald as a bowling ball!”

“Well, doesn’t that make me feel attractive!” I snapped.

“I meant a very pretty bowling ball. Relax, Rapunzel. Your hair will grow back.”

“Not soon enough for you to climb up it and rescue me. Mesmerelda will be here soon with my bacon-and-eggs pizza.” I was thinking more clearly now that I had more brains than hair.

“Darn it!” he said. “I brought ropes to tie to the balcony so we could climb down together. But I was counting on using your hair to get up there.”

“Let’s have some cold pizza and think of another plan,” I said. I took a piece and tossed the rest of the leftover goat-cheese-and-zucchini pizza, box and all, down to him. It hit the ground with a thud.

“Really, Rapunzel,” said Doug. “Don’t you know littering is a bad habit?”

I stared down at the thousands of other pizza boxes I had thrown from my balcony day after day and year after year. I began to smile. “Not in my case,” I said.

An hour later, Mesmerelda bounced up onto the balcony on her new jet-powered pogo stick. But Doug and I had already climbed down the staircase of pizza boxes he’d built.

Mesmerelda spotted us running. “I’ll get you, my pretty,” she screeched. “You and your little Doug Toto!”

She jumped on her pogo stick and bounced after us. Boink! Boink!

“Faster, Doug!” I cried. “She’s gaining on us.”

As we raced out of sight, Mesmerelda screeched with rage and shifted the pogo stick into hyperdrive.

Instead of moving forward, she blasted up until she was almost flying. “Oh no!” she gasped. “Flying makes me sick.” As she tried to stop herself from throwing up, she lost her grip on the pogo stick and plummeted down, hitting the street at a hundred miles an hour.

A Mesmerelda’s Pizza delivery van flattened what was left of her. A second later the van turned into a man. Way to go, Dad!

My hair never grew back. That made me so mad, I never wanted to see another Mesmerelda’s Pizza again. My parents and I sold the pizza place to a guy named Hansel and his sister, Gretel. They were nice, but kind of weird about witches and ovens.

Oh, yes … I finally enrolled in school—the same one Doug went to—and my new hairstyle made me the coolest girl in class. And the best thing was, I never had to worry about having a bad hair day.


The Fairy Godfather

BY LIYA LEV OERTEL

Have you ever heard of a fairy godfather? Nope? Well, it’s no surprise. For centuries, men weren’t allowed to be fairy godmothers.

The Director of the Fairy Academy would not even consider applications from men. “They will mess everything up,” she said. “What do men know about matchmaking, dancing, or the latest fashions? We fairy godmothers are doing just fine. Why change a system that works?”

Well, I was determined to become a fairy godfather. I wanted to help people. The Academy had a long waiting list of folks who needed assistance with everything from removing warts to finding spouses. Besides, fairy godmothers looked really cool with their long sparkly robes, fairy dust, and magic wands.

My aunt Matilda knew the Fairy Director and had once done her a favor, so the Fairy Director owed her. I convinced Aunt Matilda to call in her favor. The Fairy Director swallowed her disapproval and accepted me into the Academy.

In general, I enjoyed my classes. I learned all sorts of useful stuff: how to comfort distressed damsels, convince uncooperative princes, hoodwink evil stepmothers, get fairy dust out of clothes, and so on.

However, a few things didn’t make sense to me. We were taught to create the most uncomfortable and complicated clothing, hair styles, and footwear possible for the ladies we helped. How can anyone live happily ever after if everything—from the hair to the shoes—pinches, constricts, and squishes?

“Why can’t women wear comfortable flat shoes?” I asked the Fairy Director. “Why should we give them high-heeled shoes that are a size too small?”

The director sighed loudly and rolled her eyes. Impatiently she explained, “High heels make the legs look longer, and smaller shoes make the feet look dainty. Such shoes also prevent unladylike gallivanting.”

“What’s wrong with loose hair and ponytails?” I asked. “Why must young ladies wear hairdos so big they can barely fit through doorways?”

The Fairy Director looked like she had a toothache. “Such hair styles make the neck look slimmer,” she answered through clenched teeth. “Besides, the more elaborate the hair style, the less the young lady can move around. She is forced to sit quietly, looking elegant and helpless. Princes like that.”

“Why can’t we create roomy clothes instead of stuffing ladies into corsets?” I asked. “And what’s with all these lifeless colors? How about some lively blue or bright red—something fun?”

The Director clenched her fists and tried to keep her cool. “That’s rather obvious, I should think. The tighter the dress, the more fragile the young lady looks. The colors she wears should emphasize the lady’s pallor and make her look a little sick—to play the sympathy angle.”

“Okay,” I said. “But—”

“No more stupid questions!” fumed the Director. “That’s the way things are. Learn it or leave!”

I bit my tongue. It was clear I could do nothing to change the Academy. “That’s okay,” I thought. “Once I graduate, I can talk some sense into the young ladies themselves.”

The Academy’s final exam consisted of a written test and a field test. The written part was a breeze; I knew what the Fairy Director expected, and I gave it to her. The field test was a different story. I vowed to stick to my principles and liberate some young lady from the straightjacket of tradition.

I was given a magic wand, a pouch of fairy dust, and the name of the young lady I was to help. I was excited about revolutionizing the fairy-godmother profession. However, I soon learned that my revolution wasn’t going to be easy.

Millie, my assigned damsel in distress, didn’t even want to talk to me. As I zapped myself into her bedroom, a pillow smacked me in my face. When I regained my balance, I looked around and saw Millie peeking at me from behind a dresser.

“Who are you?” Millie screamed. “What are you doing in my room? Help!”

“I am here to help you,” I said soothingly. “I am your fairy godfather.”

“Yeah, right,” she said suspiciously. “I requested a fairy godmother.”

Eventually I convinced Millie of my good intentions and talked her out from behind the dresser. She described the outfit she wanted me to create for her.

“Are you sure you want to wear a tight dress?” I asked. “You’ll hardly be able to breathe, let alone dance or eat all the great desserts you’ll find at the ball. How about a nice loose jumper?”

“What kind of fairy godfather are you?” Millie cried. “You’re supposed to make me beautiful. Who cares about breathing? I can breathe tomorrow.”

“How about a comfy pair of loafers,” I asked, “instead of vise-grip stilts? You could dance all night and even walk home if the evening is nice.”

“Loafers!” Millie exclaimed with horror. “My feet are supposed to look dainty. So what if I have blisters for weeks? I’ll take footbaths.”

“That pond-scum green makes you look sick,” I said, trying to reason with her as she held up a fabric sample to her face. “How about a lovely purple, which would really bring out your eyes?”

“Purple!” Millie almost fainted. “No one wears purple anymore. My mother wore purple. This green is the color of the season and I have to wear it!”

And so it went. I stuck to my principles, but Millie simply wouldn’t listen to reason. She missed the ball, and someone else got the prince. She cried herself to sleep and then wrote a long letter to the Fairy Director.

The Fairy Director called me into her office.

“You are an embarrassment to the Academy,” she said, not even bothering to hide her delight. “You failed your field test miserably. We cannot allow you to work with people. But I am not cold-hearted.” She smiled sweetly. “I will give you another chance … if you complete a special project.”

“I would be happy to prove myself,” I said eagerly. “What type of project?”

“Oh, it’s nothing difficult,” she assured me innocently. “You will go from pond to pond, from forest to forest, and find all the enchanted frogs. You will then break their spells. It should take you no longer than a hundred years.” She was so pleased, she looked like a wolf who had eaten the three pigs and the three little goats.

I stared at her, hoping she was kidding. “Do you have any idea how many frogs there are in the world?” I asked.

“A lot,” she answered, rubbing her hands gleefully. “A whole lot.”

And so I went, looking for the rare enchanted frogs among the millions of amphibians in the world. During the next hundred years, I found three enchanted frogs and managed to hook each one up with a princess. It wasn’t easy—not many princesses are willing to kiss a frog, even if it is enchanted.

Finally my project was finished and I returned to the Academy. “A few things have changed since you were last among humans,” the Fairy Director told me. “But I don’t have time to explain. Here is the address of a young lady, Cindy, who has a problem. Go, and don’t mess this up. This is your last chance.”

No pressure, right? I dusted off my magic wand, and poof! I stood before a door with a sign that read: “Cindy’s room. Keep out. And that means you.”

I pushed the door open and peered inside. Cindy was sitting at her desk, her back to the door. Seemed safe enough, although I couldn’t understand why she was dressed in pants, like a boy. Well, the Fairy Director did say a few things had changed.

I walked quietly into the room, assumed a dramatic pose—shoulders back, head up, wand raised high—and cleared my throat to get her attention. “Ahem.”

Cindy jumped out of her chair. “Hey! How did you get past the security alarm? And what’s with the getup? Halloween was months ago.”

I couldn’t understand most of what she said, but I was undaunted. “Hello, my dear. I am your fairy godfather, and I understand that you have a problem. I am here to help. Are you pining for a prince? Do you need some pretty things to wear to a ball?”

“Ahaaa,” she said, inching toward the door. “Did you escape from a mental institution or something?”

“Why, no, my dear, I am here to help you meet the prince of your dreams. Are you missing a ball? What size gown do you wear? Do you prefer pearls or diamonds? Hair up or down? Two- or three-inch heels?” I whipped out my measuring tape.

“Whoa there,” Cindy said, stopping me. “Keep that away from me. I am perfectly happy in my jeans and sweatshirt, and I don’t want to go to any ball. So you run along like a good little lunatic, and I won’t have to call the police.”

I sat down. My head was spinning. Jeans? A girl who didn’t want to go to a ball? What in the world was going on? I must have looked very upset, because Cindy softened up and we had a long talk. She filled me in on the developments of the last hundred years: cars, television, jeans, rock and roll, Rollerblades, everything. After I regained my wits, I decided I liked what I’d heard.

“Okay,” I said. “So you’re not a helpless damsel. But still, I was sent here to help. If you don’t want to go to a ball, what is the problem?”

“Oh yeah,” Cindy said. “I’m the president of the Big Brother/Big Sister program at my school—you know, an older kid mentors a younger kid who might be from a poor family or just has one parent. The two spend time together, so the kid has another good role model and someone to trust.

“It’s a great program,” Cindy continued, “but we don’t have enough money to do all the stuff we want to do, like taking the kids to fun places.”

“How can I help?” I asked.

“Well,” Cindy explained, “I’m trying to plan a fundraiser, and I have only one week left to think of something fun enough to make folks part with their money but cheap to set up.”

“H’mm.” I scratched my head. “I’m not sure all those fashion classes I took will be of any help here.”

Cindy’s eyes began to sparkle. “What a great idea! We’ll have a fashion show with an entrance fee! You can do cool clothes, can’t you?”

“Well, I know how to create oodles of gowns and high heels and …”

“No! Nothing lame like that,” Cindy exclaimed impatiently. “We’ll need cool stuff. Jeans. Hiking boots. Funky T-shirts and short fuzzy sweaters. Bright colors. Sneakers of all kinds.”

I felt like I was waking from a hundred-year-long sleep. This project was right up my alley. I waved my wand and poof! I was wearing jeans and a sweatshirt that said “Fairy Godfathers Rule.”

“Wow!” Cindy was impressed. “What else can you do?”

I shrugged modestly. “I guess I could do whatever you like. Where shall we start?”

Cindy pulled a stack of magazines from under her bed—Seventeen, Teen People, YM—all magazines for young people. “We’ll start here.”

We got to work: platform boots, army boots, sling backs, mules, high tops, wide jeans, bleached jeans, colored jeans, jeans with holes, jeans with pockets, jeans with zippers, shorts, cutoffs—we were only on the bottom half, and Cindy’s room looked like a clothing warehouse!

Cindy was so excited, she was almost doing cartwheels. “This is fabulous! We will have the best fundraiser ever!”

I completely agreed. I couldn’t remember the last time I had so much fun.

Finally Cindy said, “We’d better stop for tonight. It’s late, and I have classes early. Tomorrow we’ll do tops, then jackets and coats the next day, and hats the day after that—I love hats! I’ll take care of publicity. Then we’ll set up in the auditorium. I’ll tell the rest of the group to meet us there, and we’ll all decorate and select models.”

Everything went according to plan. The auditorium looked great. The models strutted their stuff, the people poured in, and the money poured out of their pockets. My clothes were a hit.

Cindy spread the word, and my services were constantly in demand. Naturally, I got my diploma—with honors. Best of all, I took over as Director of the Fairy Academy because the old Director refused to keep up with the times. In return for all she’d done for me—or rather, to me—I gave her a very special project. It did not require working with people, and she got to spend all her time near ponds, rivers, and lakes—enjoying the great outdoors! I bet you can guess what the project was!


The Clever Princess Who Slept on a Pea

BY DEBRA TRACY

There was once a fair prince who had reached marrying age. He wanted to wed a princess who was not only beautiful to look at, but also beautiful on the inside. He searched far and wide for such a princess, but to no avail.

The prince was in despair, for he deeply desired the companionship of a wife, and he wasn’t getting any younger. Even so, he wouldn’t settle for just anyone.

Then one stormy evening, a young woman wrapped in a cloak and hood approached the castle. She was dripping wet and trembling with cold. She told a guard that she was a princess from a distant land, and he immediately took her to see the king.

The king was dining with his family when the young woman was presented to him. “Please remove your hood and let us see you,” the king requested.

When the visitor removed her hood and cloak, the prince gasped. She was the most captivating woman he had ever seen; a beauty with long black hair, golden eyes, and creamy brown skin. Her white silk robe was embroidered with purple and gold.

“What is your name?” the king asked.

“I am Princess Mia,” the woman answered in a rich, fluid voice.

“How is it that you are so far from home?” the king asked.

“I am on a tour,” the princess replied, “to study the ways of people in other lands, so that I may use this knowledge when I rule as queen.”

The king and his son were impressed. The princess was not only beautiful; she was also wise. The queen didn’t share their enthusiasm, however. Everyone was ignoring her and gaping at the princess.

Just then a maid entered carrying a tray of puddings. She slipped on the wet marble as she neared the princess, and pudding splattered Mia’s white silk robe.

“You clumsy oaf!” the queen shouted.

“Forgive me, my lady,” the maid stammered, trembling with fear. She grabbed a napkin and tried to wipe the mess away.

Princess Mia placed a gentle hand on the maid’s shoulder and, smiling kindly, said, “Don’t worry. It was just an accident. My robe can be washed.”

The king looked at his son. Admiration shone in the young man’s blue-green eyes. The king couldn’t help admiring Princess Mia himself. She was not only wise, she was gentle and kind as well. The princess excused herself and left the room to change into a clean robe. When she returned, the king said, “Please continue with your story.”

“My entourage and I were on our way home from the tour when lightning struck nearby. The horses reared, and I fell out of my carriage. I tumbled down a small hill as the horses galloped away. In all the commotion, no one realized I had fallen out. As soon as my attendants discover I am missing, they will send a search party for me.”

The royal family invited the princess to stay with them, and the king dispatched scouts to locate her entourage and inform them that the princess would be staying at their castle. As the days went by, the prince and princess fell in love. When they strolled through the royal gardens, talking about their lives and their interests, bubbly laughter filled the air. Princess Mia’s merry disposition cheered everyone but the queen.

One evening the prince burst into his parents’ quarters with an announcement: “I wish to ask for Princess Mia’s hand in marriage.”

The king readily consented. But the queen had been jealous of Mia since the moment she had arrived. “I am not convinced that she is a princess,” the queen declared.

The prince’s face flushed with indignation, and the king’s jaw dropped. “How can Mia prove to you that she is a princess?” inquired the king.

The queen was caught off guard. Thinking quickly, she said, “My grandmother, Queen Lucille, said there was only one way to prove if a young woman was of royal blood. A dried pea is placed beneath twenty mattresses piled high on a bed. The young woman in question must sleep atop the mattresses. If she is truly of royal blood, the pea will keep her awake all night.”

“That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard!” the prince protested.

“Yes, it is ridiculous,” agreed the king. “Nevertheless, if it is your mother’s wish, we will try it.”

The maid who had spilled pudding on the princess was tending the king and queen’s fireplace and overheard the plan. To repay the princess for her kindness, the maid found her and quickly disclosed what she’d heard.

Her cheeks aflame, Princess Mia said, “Thank you for warning me. When I am married to the prince, I will request that you be my personal attendant.” Beaming, the maid hurried off.

Princess Mia paced her room as she considered her options. In the morning she could tell the royal family that she’d had the worst night’s sleep of her life … but why lie to perpetuate such a ridiculous myth? Surely she could come up with a better idea. Finally, she did.

Smiling slyly, she removed a beautiful sapphire pendant from around her neck. When she was traveling, Princess Mia kept this jewel concealed beneath her robes. She stole down the corridor to the queen’s private chamber and slipped the pendant under the queen’s mattress. Then she strolled calmly to the garden to meet the prince for their evening stroll.

When Princess Mia returned to her room, her bed had been transformed into a tower of mattresses.

“This is how you are to sleep tonight,” the queen said imperiously as she swept into the room. “There isn’t a more comfortable bed in the castle.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” the princess replied graciously. “I’m sure even your bed couldn’t be any more comfortable.” Her golden eyes twinkling, she climbed a ladder to the top mattress and sank into her downy nest.

The next morning, Princess Mia entered the royal dining hall fresh-faced and chipper. “Good morning, Your Majesty, Your Majesty, and Your Young Highness,” she said to her hosts. Turning to the queen, she added, “And how did you sleep last night, my lady?”

“I had the best night’s sleep of my life,” lied the queen. In fact, she had been up all night wondering about the princess. “And you, my dear? How did you sleep?” the queen asked.

“Oh, I slept like a baby!” the princess replied.

“Aha!” exclaimed the queen, smiling triumphantly at her husband and son. “Then she isn’t a princess after all!”

The prince smoldered. He didn’t believe in his mother’s ridiculous test. But what could he do?

The king sighed. “I suppose you were right, my queen, but I must say that I wish it weren’t so.”

Feigning ignorance, Princess Mia innocently gazed at the queen and said, “Your Majesty, I want to give you a gift for your thoughtful hospitality. I’ve been waiting for the right time to present it to you. Until now, I’ve kept it hidden in a place where I knew it would be safe. If you follow me, I will get it for you.”

The queen was surprised, flattered, and curious. The queen, king, and prince followed Princess Mia, who led them to the queen’s own private chamber.

“Please forgive me,” the princess said, “for hiding my treasure in your chamber, but what better place to hide a gift than right under the nose of the receiver?”

Princess Mia smiled coyly, reached beneath the queen’s mattress, and pulled out a long gold chain. From it dangled the most brilliant sapphire the royal family had ever seen.

“Mother!” exclaimed the prince. “You slept all night on just one mattress and you never felt the sapphire? It’s bigger than fifty peas!”

The blood drained from the king’s face. “My dear,” he said weakly, “perhaps you are not a real queen.”

The queen’s face grew red. “Why, of course I am … I mean … Well, you see …” She threw up her arms in resignation. “My grandmother, Queen Lucille, was a little crazy. That pea story must have been an idea she cooked up. I doubted myself that there was anything to it.”

The king exhaled in relief. “Yes, yes, my dear. That explains it. You are a real queen, and Mia is a real princess.”

Mia winked at the prince. He smiled back approvingly. His beloved was clever, too!

And the queen, after studying the sapphire, changed her mind about the princess. Mia would make a fine daughter-in-law after all.

The king sent a messenger to Princess Mia’s family to invite them for a visit. When they arrived, the prince asked for Mia’s hand in marriage. They wed shortly thereafter. The celebration was grand, as most royal weddings are. But most eye-catching of all was the exquisite sapphire pendant worn by the queen. Every time the queen glanced at it, she blushed, and looked upon her new daughter-in-law with respect.


The Gold Ring

BY RITA SCHLACHTER

Once upon a time, a nobleman and his wife lived in a large, beautiful manor on the edge of a forest. The couple had a son, whom they named Elton. The nobleman and his wife taught their son to love the land they lived on: the glades and the woods, the streams and the meadows. They also taught him how to ride a horse, and the three spent many happy afternoons together, galloping across the fields and forest trails.

Sadly, when Elton was still but a boy, his mother became very ill and died. The nobleman grieved for three years and raised his son as best he could. Finally, he decided that his son needed a mother and he remarried.

His second wife was a greedy, ill-tempered woman. Before the wedding, she hid her true nature behind a sweet smile, a pleasing manner, and a false concern for Elton. Her son, Miles, was as unpleasant as she. Miles broke Elton’s toys and hid Elton’s homework to get him in trouble with the tutor. Whenever Miles broke something or picked a fight, he blamed Elton, and Miles’s mother always took her son’s side. The two made Elton’s life miserable.

After a few years, the nobleman also became deathly ill. He summoned Elton and gave him his wedding ring from his first marriage, telling his son not to forget his parents. The nobleman also called his wife and bade her to be good to Elton. A few days later, the nobleman died.

Elton’s stepmother lost no time in kicking him out of the house to live and work in the stable. The only thing of value Elton managed to take with him was the gold ring his father had given him. And that was only because his stepmother had not seen it on his finger.

As a nobleman’s son, Elton was not used to hard work. But Isaac, the old stable hand, soon taught him how to clean the stables and care for the horses. Since Elton had always loved horses, he did not mind his new life. In fact, he preferred it to living in the big house with his nasty stepmother and stepbrother.

Elton spent most of his time outdoors and the sun turned his skin a deep tan. Isaac and Elton became good friends. Elton was the son Isaac had never had, and he lovingly taught and cared for the boy. In turn, Elton willingly took over the heaviest tasks, making the job easier for the aging Isaac. And so the years passed as Elton grew into a strong, handsome young man.

One afternoon while exercising a horse in the woods, Elton came upon a young lady. The lady was wearing a sky-blue riding habit trimmed in black, and she had the loveliest smile Elton had ever seen.

“My lady, you look troubled,” Elton called out. “Can I help you in any way?”

“I was daydreaming instead of watching where I was going,” the beautiful stranger replied. “Now I fear I am hopelessly lost.”

“I’m quite familiar with the woods,” Elton said, smiling. “Tell me where you live, and I will show you the way.”

“I’m Lady Ashley from Sandborne Castle.” Her voice was as lovely as her smile.

Elton knew the castle. Her father was a wealthy lord. “Sandborne Castle is only a few miles to the east. Follow me.”

Elton was in no hurry to leave the lady’s company, so he kept his horse to a leisurely walk. Although he was a son of a nobleman equal in social stature and wealth to Lady Ashley’s father, he couldn’t think of showing up at her door as the simple stable hand he was now. So he savored this brief time with her. Lady Ashley was easy to talk to. Besides riding, she liked working on tapestries and dancing.

All too soon they reached the edge of the woods.

“Sandborne Castle is straight ahead,” Elton said sadly. “You can see one of its banners from here.”

“Thank you,” Lady Ashley said, still smiling. “I don’t know what I would have done without your help.”

As she galloped off, the black silk scarf around her neck came untied. It fluttered through the air as gracefully as a bird in flight. Elton rode forward and caught it before it touched the ground. Lady Ashley was now a small blue speck in the distance. She would never hear his call, and he would never catch up to her before she reached the castle.

When Elton returned home, he told Isaac all about his chance meeting with Lady Ashley. He hung the silk scarf on a peg in the stable, and every time he looked at it, he remembered their ride. How wonderful things could be if his stepmother hadn’t turned him into a stable hand!

Several weeks later, Isaac came into the stable whistling a merry tune. “I know how you can see Lady Ashley again,” he announced to Elton.

“How?” Elton dropped the pitchfork he’d been using.

“I just heard that Lady Ashley’s father is having a ball at the end of the week. Why, you could even dance with the young lady.”

“Do you think I can just walk through the front gate like everyone else?” Elton demanded.

“I do.” Isaac’s eyes twinkled with merriment.

“Then you must have told my fairy godmother to fly by and change these simple clothes into something suitable for a ball.”

“All you need is this.” Isaac pulled the silk scarf from the peg. “It’s a masquerade ball. There will be highwaymen, pirates, and knights, and I know of at least one stable hand.” Isaac took out his knife and cut two slits in the black scarf. “This will be your mask.”

“Are you sure this will work?” Elton asked.

“It will work if you remember to leave before the clock chimes twelve.”

“What happens then?”

“Everyone unmasks,” Isaac answered.

“I’ll remember,” said Elton.

The next day, Elton learned that Miles was also planning to attend the masquerade ball. Elton overheard his stepmother speaking to Miles in the garden.

“Dress as a swashbuckling pirate or a debonair musketeer, dear Miles,” the stepmother instructed her son. “I understand that Lady Ashley is of marrying age. And her family is very rich.”

The mere thought of Miles dancing with Lady Ashley made Elton feel sick. “Well, Miles will have one advantage,” he thought. “His face will be covered by a mask, so Lady Ashley won’t be able to see how mean-spirited he is.”

Finally, the night of the masquerade ball arrived. Elton had no trouble entering the castle along with the other masked quests. The black scarf hid his face; only his blue eyes peered through the slits.

Hundreds of candles lit the hall. Tables were laden with delicious food. Red and white roses scented the air. Elton noticed none of these things. He had eyes only for Lady Ashley. She was dressed as a snow queen. Her flowing white gown was covered with silver snowflakes that sparkled in the candlelight. Although she wore a white mask, she gave herself away by instructing the servants in their tasks.

Many young men disguised as kings, minstrels, explorers, and hunters asked Lady Ashley to dance. Then Elton spotted Miles masquerading as a knight with a chain-mail hood concealing his face. Elton had seen Miles leave the house, so he knew what costume Miles had chosen. Just as Miles approached Lady Ashley to ask her to dance, Lady Ashley’s glance fell on Elton. She smiled, curtsied, and extended her gloved hand, inviting Elton to be her partner.

“There’s something so familiar about you,” she said. “Have we met before?”

“Perhaps,” answered Elton. As he took her hand, she glanced down at his fingers. Suddenly, Elton wished he’d worn a pair of work gloves with his stable-hand “costume.” He sensed that she’d noticed his skin was tanned from the sun and callused from hard work, unlike the hands of a true nobleman. No nobleman would work in the stables as Elton did.

But then Lady Ashley smiled and touched the black silk scarf that covered Elton’s eyes. “I used to have a scarf just like that one,” she said. “I can’t wait until midnight to see you unmasked.”

The rest of the evening, Elton and the snow queen danced and talked and danced again. They found that they had much in common and they made each other laugh over and over.

Hours flew by like minutes, and suddenly the clock’s chimes burst through the silver-toned notes of the orchestra. Ten. Eleven. Twelve. Elton had forgotten to watch the time.

“I must go,” he exclaimed.

Lady Ashley was surprised by her partner’s sudden urge to leave. “Who are you?” She grabbed Elton’s hand, but he pulled free, leaving her holding his ring. “Stop him!” Lady Ashley called out.

Elton dashed for the door, zigzagging around the guards who tried to stop him. He ran down the front steps and disappeared into the darkness.

The next day, word spread quickly about the mysterious guest for whom Lady Ashley was combing the countryside. Elton overheard his stepmother telling Miles that, according to rumors, Lady Ashley wanted to marry the mysterious stranger.

Two weeks later, Lady Ashley and her escort came to the manor Elton once called home. His stepmother and Miles rushed out to greet her. The escort explained that the Lady’s favorite dance partner at the ball had left suddenly, leaving behind only his ring. She was searching for the owner of the ring.

Lady Ashley slipped the ring onto Miles’s finger. It was a perfect fit. His mother was overjoyed. She shrieked, “It fits! It fits!” and clapped her hands.

Then Lady Ashley looked at Miles’s pale, soft hands. “But the ring cannot be yours,” she protested.

“It is! It is!” Elton’s stepmother screeched.

Lady Ashley looked at the people who had gathered around. “Is there anyone else here who has not tried on the ring?”

Isaac pushed Elton forward. “He hasn’t, my lady.”

When Elton approached her, Lady Ashley took his hand in hers. His hand was callused and tan, except for the white band around his finger where the missing ring had once been.

Lady Ashley slid the ring on Elton’s finger with ease. It fit perfectly. “Why did you run away?” she asked.

“You are a lady,” answered Elton. “Although I was born a nobleman, since my father’s death I’ve been living the life of a mere stable hand.”

“Your character, not your rank, is what captured my heart,” said Lady Ashley with a smile.

Elton looked at all the people, then turned back to Lady Ashley and said, “When my stepmother banished me to the stables, I was too young to fight back. Now I want what is rightfully mine so I can go to your father and ask for your hand in marriage.” Then he smiled, pulled a black silk scarf out of his pocket, and added, “By the way, I have been meaning to return this to you.” They both laughed as Elton draped the scarf around Lady Ashley’s neck.

And so the two were married. News of the marriage traveled quickly throughout the land, as did word of how Elton’s stepmother and Miles had mistreated him all those years. The two decided to leave the country and were not heard from again.

Isaac, Elton’s dear friend, was not forgotten. If not for him, Elton and Lady Ashley probably never would have met again. To show his gratitude, Elton promoted Isaac to head stable master. When the weather was fine, Isaac would saddle up two horses, and Elton and Lady Ashley would gallop across the meadows and into the forest, where they’d first met.


Red Riding Hood and the Scrawny Little Wolf

BY MARY QUATTLEBAUM

Lou lived with her daddy in a house tucked into the side of a mountain. She was a bold girl, fond of ranging freely through forest and field. She knew the ways of the wild things and respected bat, hare, and baby bear alike. Folks smiled when she whistled by.

One fine morning, after a big breakfast of porridge and toast, Lou’s daddy said, “Lou-girl, I’m fixin’ to make my famous five-bean vegetable soup.”

“Yum,” said Lou, piling bowls in the sink.

“I’ll do those dishes,” said Daddy. “What I really need right now is a cord of wood. Gotta keep a good blaze going under this pot.” He tapped the black pot with his huge spoon.

Lou picked up her ax. “Do you want me to stop by Granny’s?” she asked.

“Nah. At this time of day she’s probably out leaping tree stumps for exercise,” said Daddy, “or playing tug-of-war with her mule. You won’t catch her at home.”

“I’ll bring her a bucket of soup for supper,” said Lou, swinging out the door.

“Oh, she’s coming over, by and by,” hollered Daddy. “Now fetch me that wood quick, please. This measly fire won’t burn for long.”

So off went Lou, with her fine ax on her shoulder and a whistle on her lips. The wildflowers sparkled like tiny suns, and a breeze frisked through the mountain grass. The puffy clouds seemed close enough to touch. It was a lovely morning indeed.

That’s why Lou was shocked when she rounded a bend in the path and found a girl crying as if her heart were breaking.

“Hey,” said Lou, stopping short. “What’s with the tears?”

“I am Little Red Riding Hood,” wept the child, “and I am a heroine.”

“You don’t say?” Lou was impressed. She knew about heroines from books, of course. A heroine seemed like a grand thing to be, not a reason to cry. “There, there,” Lou said. “Tell me your story.”

“Well,” the girl sniffed, “my grandmother is sick—”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Lou interrupted. “What ails her?”

The girl blew her nose into a lace hanky. “I don’t know.” She sniffed again. “It’s not important. Anyway, I’m bringing her this basket of goodies—”

“When my granny is sick, she drinks lots of orange juice and eats plenty of soup,” Lou said. “Liquids are important when you’re fighting a cold.”

“Well, my grandmother likes goodies,” said Red Riding Hood. “Which brings me back to my story—”

“Goodies!” Lou took a pretty little cake from the pretty little basket and inspected it. “This food is no good for a sick person. You can’t build up a body with cakes.”

“In my story you can.” The girl glared. “Now, if I may please continue—”

“Cakes!” Lou shook her head. “My daddy makes a five-bean soup that could heal a bull with one hoof in the grave.”

“I WAS ON THE PATH TO MY POOR SICK GRANDMOTHER’S,” yelled the girl, “when I was DETAINED by a WOLF—”

“A wolf?” Lou stopped shaking her head over the little cakes and peered at the girl with interest. “Wolves are quite rare these days. I’ve never seen one.”

“Well, there’s one,” the girl snapped, pointing. “The lazy thing. He’s supposed to eat my grandmother and then try to eat me. But he absolutely refuses. He has ruined my story.”

For the first time, Lou noticed a scrawny wolf sitting nearby. “Pleased to make your acquaintance,” she said.

“Charmed,” said the wolf, nodding politely. “Please explain to this silly girl that I have absolutely no interest in consuming her sick grandmother, her skinny self, or that ridiculous basket of cakes.” The wolf shuddered. “I won’t eat just anything, you know. I have my pride.”

“But it’s in the story!” Red Riding Hood stomped her foot.

“Well,” yawned the wolf, “I want a revision.”

“But that’s impossible,” wailed Red Riding Hood. “The woodsman comes and chops you up. And I live happily ever after.”

“But I don’t,” the wolf pointed out.

Lou had to admit the wolf had a point. She thought over Red Riding Hood’s tale. There was another problem, too. “No woodsmen in these parts,” she said, “unless you count me.”

“A woodswoman?” sniffed Red Riding Hood. “I don’t think so.”

“Now, Ms. Lou,” coaxed the wolf, “there’s no reason to chop me up.”

“Can’t see that there is,” agreed Lou.

“What about my story?” Red Riding Hood cried.

“Your story has grown boring,” said the wolf. He curled up and tucked his nose under his bushy tail. “Time for a nap.”

“WAKE UP!” screamed Red Riding Hood. “Try to eat me.”

“Zzzzz,” snored the wolf.

“Woodswoman,” the girl yelled at Lou. “Do something.”

“Hold on now, Little Red Riding Hood.” Lou took a deep breath. “Whew! That is one mouthful of a name. Do you mind if I call you Red?”

“Yes, I do! You must use my entire name.”

“It just seems so long-like and unfriendly.” Lou shook her head.

“You’re certainly not a woodsman.” The girl surveyed Lou from head to toe. “But you’ll have to do. Now wake up that wolf, and let’s get on with my story.”

“Oh, little sister,” Lou said, continuing to shake her head, “you are one grouchy girl. I don’t cotton to commands. Didn’t your mama teach you manners?”

“I don’t have to say ‘please.’” Red Riding Hood was red with rage. “I’m the heroine. This is my story.”

“Well, I’m with the wolf, then.” Lou shouldered her ax. “This story has grown mighty boring. I’ll be on my way, Little Red. My daddy taught me to leave any situation that gets me riled, and he also taught me to speak out against injustice. I would advise you to be nicer to the next woodswoman who comes along. And leave that poor wolf alone. There’s no need to chop up a creature just to suit your story.”

“But—but—” sputtered Red Riding Hood.

“Good day.” Lou tipped her hat before walking away. Red Riding Hood threw a queen-sized fit! The mountain had never witnessed such stomping and screeching. The wildflowers shivered, the puffy clouds scattered, and the birds were scared silent. But the wolf slept on.

Lou cut her cord of wood and headed on home. Daddy built up the fire under the soup pot, and they both settled down to wait for their meal.

“Learn anything new while you were out?” Daddy asked.

“I heard a story,” said Lou, “about a girl named Little Red Riding Hood.”

“Ah, yes.” Daddy nodded. “A very old tale.”

“Well,” Lou said, “I think it’s being revised.” She then told Daddy all about her encounter with the little girl and the wolf.

Daddy listened with interest and shook his head along with Lou at the girl’s foolishness. Finally, he gave the bubbling soup a stir and reached for some bowls. “Well, daughter,” he said, dishing it up, “dig in!”

Lou grabbed her spoon and took a steaming bite. “Delicious,” she said. “I think this is your best batch yet.”

Daddy bowed, then set his own bowl on the table.

Just then they heard a knock at the door. “Must be Granny,” said Daddy, opening it. And there she stood, as hale as the heavens were high, with the scrawny wolf beside her.

Granny thumped the mud from her boots, then delivered hugs all around. “I invited a friend,” she told Daddy and Lou. “A new friend close to starvin’. Do you mind?”

“Come in! Sit down!” Daddy threw the door wide. “Let me get some bowls.”

The poor wolf was so hungry, he drooled as Daddy set a steaming bowl of soup before him. He dabbed at his mouth with a napkin, then sniffed deeply. “It smells superb. My compliments to the chef.”

Daddy beamed as the wolf slurped up the soup. He heaped the wolf’s bowl again and again. Finally, the creature leaned back and sighed contentedly.

“It does my heart good to see such a healthy appetite,” said Daddy.

“How’s Little Red Riding Hood?” Lou asked the wolf.

“She went on to her grandmother’s house without me.” The wolf wiped his whiskers. “She’s determined to make her tale work.”

“That child!” Granny snorted. “She insists on bringing nothing but cakes to my poor friend Miranda. No one can get well on a diet of sugar. Miranda just gets sicker and sicker.”

“Let’s bring her some soup!” Daddy hollered, spooning some into his biggest crock.

“Don’t forget orange juice,” said Granny. “We should bring a big jug of it.”

“Red Riding Hood won’t be happy about this,” warned the wolf. “She has her heart set on goodies and a vicious wolf.”

“Not to mention a woodsman,” said Lou.

Lou, Daddy, Granny, and the wolf decided that Miranda’s health was more important than her granddaughter’s misguided story. They set off down the mountain path with their soup and juice. Soon they arrived at Miranda’s cottage and knocked on the door. Miranda was delighted to see them. In fact, she downed her soup as quick as a starving wolf and soon started feeling much better. They all had just settled down for a cozy chat when there was a loud rat-tat-tat on the door.

“Grandmother,” Little Red Riding Hood called. “I know you’re in there.”

“That child!” Miranda said, diving under the covers. “She’ll be the death of me.”

The door flew open and Red Riding Hood stomped in. “That stupid wolf has disap …” She saw the wolf and brightened.

“I trust you’re well,” the wolf said politely.

“Ha!” shouted Red Riding Hood. “I knew you’d be back, you big bad wolf. You were about to eat my grandmother, weren’t you?”

“Please,” Miranda begged, “not today.”

“Certainly not, dear,” the wolf soothed Miranda. To Red Riding Hood, he added, “Do hang up your hood and join us. May I offer you some soup?”

“It’s quite nice,” peeped Miranda.

“Grandmother!” Red Riding Hood exploded. “You’re supposed to eat my goodies.”

“But they’re stale!” wailed Miranda.

“Hold on, now, Little Red.” Lou stepped into the fray. “We came to pay a friendly call on your granny, and you seem bent on ruining it.”

“But my story—”

“Has been revised,” finished Lou. “Now take that bowl and thank the kind wolf.”

But Red Riding Hood would have none of the five-bean soup and, in a rage, she ate the entire basket of hard-as-rock goodies. She went home with a chipped tooth and a stomachache.

“And so the heroine departs,” murmured Lou as the group watched Red Riding Hood stomp down the path.

The wolf put on the kettle for tea and smiled at Miranda, Granny, Daddy, and Lou. “Now this is my idea of happily ever after,” he said.


Hansel and Gretel

BY TIMOTHY TOCHER

Weekends are strange. You just can’t predict how they’re going to turn out. My name is Hansel, and if you’ve got a few minutes, I’ll tell you about the bizarre weekend I just had.

Friday started off fine. I got home from school, collected my weekly allowance, and hopped a bus to the mall. Man, it felt great to have a pocketful of money and lots of free time.

Some days I’m desperate enough to eat in the school cafeteria. But on Fridays I know my allowance is coming, so I skip lunch to enjoy the mall cuisine. I circled the food court and ate from half a dozen stands: burgers, tacos, pizza, ice cream, popcorn, and about a gallon of soda to wash it all down.

Then I hit the baseball card store and bought a bunch of rookie cards. I’d never heard of any of these guys, but if they make it big, the cards will be worth a fortune! My next stop was the arcade. Before I knew it, I had only one quarter left.

How can a guy live on such a skimpy allowance? And why do my parents waste their money by giving it to my sister, Gretel? All she does is hoard hers. As soon as she gets it, she shoves the money in her piggybank.

Without enough for bus fare, I faced a long walk home. I figured I might as well be completely broke, so I stopped at the candy store near the mall entrance. Maybe I could buy something for a quarter.

I didn’t even bother looking on the top shelves, where the expensive, popular brands are displayed. I bent down to check the dusty boxes on the bottom shelf. They all looked pretty nasty. I was about to give up when I spotted a label I’d never seen before: “Old Witch Licorice Nose Warts 25¢—You can’t go wrong when you pick the Old Witch’s nose!” Who could resist? I handed over my last quarter and started home.

I plucked a Nose Wart from the box and popped it in my mouth. I didn’t expect much from such a cheap candy, but it was great! The warts were really sweet and so chewy, they lasted all the way home. Even after dinner, I could still taste Nose Warts—some had stuck in between my teeth.

I locked the door to my room to keep my nosy sister out and flopped down on my bed. There was one Nose Wart left and I sucked it to make it last. As I studied the package, I noticed some writing on the back: “Visit our factory outlet. Buy direct from the Old Witch and save!” There was even a little map. The outlet was part of a mall that had just opened a few miles from town. If I had money, I thought, I’d shoot out there and stock up on Nose Warts.

I must have fallen asleep shortly after that, because when I woke up it was morning. Cool, I was already dressed! I couldn’t get that candy off my mind, so I decided to lower myself and ask Gretel for a loan.

I crossed the hall and tapped politely on her door. There was no answer. “Gretel, it’s me,” I said. She still didn’t answer, so I tried the doorknob. It was unlocked!

I slipped into her sorry excuse for a room. A grownup might as well live in there! All her clothes were on hangers and her bed was made. Her stuffed animals were lined up on shelves, each in its place. Even her desk was neat. Her Nancy Drew books were stacked on one side, and her enormous piggy bank anchored the other.

When I saw the pig, I did a double take. It was so jammed with money that dollar bills were sticking out of the slot in its back. I crossed the room and picked it up, just to see how heavy it was. Wow! I was surprised her desk could hold that much weight.

Now, ordinarily, I’m a pretty honest guy, but I couldn’t bear the thought of all that money sitting there while I wasted a Saturday doing nothing. I looked up and down the hall to make sure no one was coming and ducked back into my room. I snatched my backpack off the floor and dumped out my school books. Then I snuck back into Gretel’s room.

First I used a key to pry the bills out of the slot. Then I shook out the coins and dumped them into my backpack. When I had filled the pack halfway, I stuck the dollar bills back where they had been. Unless you picked up the pig, there was no way to tell anything was missing.

I swung the heavy pack over my shoulders and headed for the bus stop. I was back in action!

When I got off the bus, I saw that the outlet mall was designed to look like an old-time village. I checked out the directory, but there was no listing for the Old Witch. Before I could panic, I noticed a sweet licorice smell. My nose would lead me to that Old Witch better than any directory could.

I followed my nose past shoe stores, toy stores, and clothing stores. Lots of grownups were sitting in the plaza sipping weird coffee drinks. I walked on and on, lugging my backpack full of coins, as the licorice smell grew stronger.

Finally I came to the last store and stood facing a fence that separated the mall from a run-down house. My mouth was watering from the strong smell of Nose Warts, but where the heck were they?

Then I noticed a piece of cardboard hanging from the fence. Sloppy magic marker letters spelled out “Old Witch Outlet.” An arrow pointed to a gap in the fence. I walked through the gap and across a patch of weeds toward the old house. What a weird setup. My eyes told me this couldn’t be the place, but my schnoz insisted, “Oh yes it is!”

The front door was locked, but another sign directed me to a side screen door. I went in and sure enough: Nose Wart Central. Boxes of Nose Warts were stacked from floor to ceiling. I headed straight for the economy-size boxes to check the price. What a deal!

The place seemed deserted. I went over to the counter and emptied my backpack. I began sorting the mountain of change into stacks of nickels, dimes, and quarters so I could figure out how much I had. The pack didn’t seem nearly as full as it had been at home, but maybe it was my imagination. I stuffed enough money for bus fare into my pocket. No way was I walking all the way home from here!

I was trying to figure out how many dollars forty-six quarters made when a voice right behind me screeched, “It looks like you robbed a piggy bank, sonny!”

I jumped so high that I sent my whole stack of quarters flying. As I scrambled to gather them up from the floor, I peered up at the person who had startled me. She wore scuffed combat boots; a long, baggy, black skirt; and a purple blouse with puffy sleeves. Her wrinkled face was framed by a mane of thick gray hair—enough to cover every bald head in an old-folks home. But what really caught my attention was the huge, pickle-shaped wart which grew from the end of her nose. This had to be the Old Witch!

“Did I scare you, sonny?” she cackled. “I often have that effect on people, but I’m quite harmless. Are you here to buy some Nose Warts?”

I tried not to stare at her wart, but it was like trying not to look at a scary scene in a movie—you keep peeking whether you want to or not. When I found my voice, I bought all the Nose Warts I could afford. As I loaded my backpack, the Old Witch surprised me again.

“Stay here and watch the place, and I’ll give you six more boxes,” she said. “I have to run an important errand.”

Before I could argue, she swept all the coins into a sack and scooted out the back door. A few seconds later she roared past on a beat-up old Harley with a sidecar.

It was kind of cool being in charge of the store. I was sure I could handle any customers who showed up. All the prices were marked, and there was an old-fashioned cash register where you just bang some keys and the drawer opens. I figured it would be good advertising to show I liked the product, so I helped myself to a new box of Nose Warts and popped a few in my mouth.

A half-hour went by, and the sugar from the Nose Warts had me ready to bounce off the walls. Suddenly, the screen door jerked open. There stood a sight scarier than any old witch. It was Gretel!

“Where’s my money, you thief?” she howled.

All I could think to say was, “How’d you find me?” Pretty lame, huh?

“Do you think I read all those Nancy Drew books for nothing?” she asked. “I followed the clues. A trail of coins led all the way to the bus stop. And you left a candy box with a map lying on my desk. If you spent my money on candy, you’re in big trouble!”

“Not just candy, Gretel—Nose Warts. I bought some for you, too. You’re going to love them.”

“Get a refund right now!” demanded Gretel.

I heard the Harley roar past again. I peeked out the screen door and saw that the sidecar was loaded with bags. “She’s got your money, Gretel. Go talk to her.” I pointed toward the door, and Gretel hurried out.

I picked up my backpack and sure enough: there was a tear in one corner just big enough for coins to slide through. What rotten luck! I didn’t know whether to run for it or wait and see what the Old Witch said to Gretel. Finally my curiosity won out. I stepped outside. Gretel had her hands on her hips and looked pretty mad.

“The money’s gone, dear,” said the Old Witch. “How was I to know it wasn’t his?”

“Well, open the cash register and pay me from there,” demanded Gretel.

The Old Witch sighed. “There’s nothing in that register. I spent every penny on licorice root, corn syrup, and sugar. I have to make lots of Nose Warts if I want ’em to catch on.”

“How do you expect to sell candy in this dump?” asked Gretel, waving her arm at the old house. “Most people aren’t like my brother. They want to buy candy from a clean, modern store.”

“I know, but I can’t pay the rent on a new store until people start buying my candy,” explained the Old Witch. “If I could sell every box of Nose Warts in this house, I’d have enough money to lease a store on the other side of the fence.”

My sister put her hands behind her back, stared at the ground, and began pacing. The Old Witch looked at me, puzzled.

“Don’t worry,” I said, “Gretel does this when she’s thinking. It works for Nancy Drew, so she thinks it’ll help her.”

Watching Gretel pace was like watching a Ping-Pong game in slow motion. Just as my eyes were starting to glaze over, she shrieked.

“I’ve got it! Hansel can walk around the outlet plaza giving free samples from his backpack, along with a map to help people find your store. When your candy sells out, you can pay me back.”

The Old Witch’s eyes sparkled. “What a great idea! When people try my candy, I know they’ll like it!” Then her face fell. “But is your brother willing to do it?”

I was about to ask “What’s in it for me?” when Gretel went postal.

“Is he willing?” she shouted. “How about it, Hansel? You can either give out free samples for a few days or explain to Mom and Dad how you stole money from my piggy bank. Your choice.”

Some choice. For the rest of the weekend I trudged around that hokey mall, trying to give away candy. It’s not as easy as it sounds. You should see the looks people gave me when I asked if they’d like some Nose Warts. My feet are killing me from all the walking. One thing I swear: even if I live long enough to grow my own nose wart, I’ll never go in Gretel’s room again.

We have to wait until next Saturday to see if the Old Witch can pay back Gretel’s money. If not, I’m still the boy with the free samples. I have a feeling it’s going to be another long, hard weekend for yours truly.

But, hey, you never know. Weekends are strange!


Katie and the Dragon

BY RISA HUTSON

“He’s done it again!” gasped Princess Violet, bursting into her sister Katie’s room and feigning a faint on the bed.

Katie rolled her eyes. Violet was always so dramatic. “Who’s done what?” she asked.

“Father has offered one of us in marriage as a reward to any prince who can defeat that awful green dragon,” said Violet, sitting up on the bed.

“Don’t tell me that obnoxious dragon is back?” Katie shook her head in disbelief. “Just six months ago, Prince Andrew defeated the dragon and married Lila. I’m just glad he didn’t pick me.”

“Father doesn’t seem to realize how risky this ‘beat the dragon and choose your bride’ game is,” said Violet. “One of us is sure to be chosen by someone horrible. If only we had secret loves who could defeat the dragon.”

Katie blushed and looked away quickly.

Violet noticed. “Surely you don’t have a secret love!”

“Well, what if I do?” said Katie.

“Who on earth is it?”

“Someone I can live happily ever after with—certainly not some vain, boring old prince,” said Katie firmly. “I want to marry someone who makes me laugh … like Colin.”

“Colin? You mean the court jester?! You must be joking!” exclaimed Violet.

Just then a maid burst into the room. “I’m sorry to interrupt, Your Highnesses,” she said, “but I knew you’d want to hear this right away: Prince Wadsworth is traveling here to fight the dragon!” The maid then quickly looked down the hall and left the room.

“Oh, great,” grumbled Katie. “Prince Worthless is more like it.”

“Prince Wadsworth is horrible,” said Violet. “What if he wins?”

“Remember the last time he visited? All he did was eat, hunt, and admire himself in the mirror. He is one of the stupidest, vainest princes ever,” said Katie.

“Of course, he’s always so polite in front of Father,” said Violet. “Father thinks he’s wonderful.”

“We can’t just wait and see what happens. We have to do something,” said Katie. “Let’s go visit the dragon.”

“Oh no! Dragons are dangerous!” Violet protested. “That dragon could roast us crispy with a single breath!”

“Well, which is worse: facing a dragon or marrying Prince Worthless?”

“Anything would be better than marrying him,” admitted Violet.

And so it was settled. The princesses quickly donned their hiking boots and went off in search of the dragon. They found him sleeping in a sunny field.

Violet stopped at the edge of the field and said, “Katie, you’re so clever. I think you should be the one to talk to the dragon.”

“Well, all right,” said Katie reluctantly. “I’ll see what I can do.”

As Violet huddled near the trees, Katie took a deep breath and walked toward the dragon’s huge head.

“Excuse me, Mr. Dragon,” called Katie, trying to sound brave.

The dragon snorted awake. He peered at Katie with his large green eyes. Katie curtsied, and the dragon nodded politely.

“Handsome dragon, please tell me why you have returned,” said Katie.

The dragon smiled and said, “You must be the next reward for whoever gets me to leave your kingdom.”

“The winner can choose either me or my sister.” She gestured towards Violet.

“Why is she waiting over there?” asked the dragon.

“She’s not used to speaking with dragons. She just wanted to admire you from afar. You are a most extraordinary dragon,” said Katie. She’d heard that dragons were very vain and loved compliments.

“I can tell that you know how to speak to a dragon,” he said, straightening up a bit to show off his glistening scales.

“It’s an honor and a pleasure to speak with you, Sir. But please tell me … why do you keep returning to our kingdom?”

“You are very brave to confront me. For that you deserve an honest answer.” The dragon paused and blew a few smoke rings. Then he said, “Your father pays me very well.”

“Father arranged this?!” exclaimed Katie.

“Of course. He wants to make sure you marry well, so I agreed to let the prince of his choice chase me away. I certainly don’t want to get hurt, and believe me, neither does any so-called brave knight. Many kings with daughters make such arrangements. Sometimes we even rehearse a performance if a prince wants to appear especially daring.”

The dragon went on. “This way the prince wins the princess with no risk of being rejected. The king feels he has arranged the best possible marriage for his daughter. Both the king and the prince pay me, so I come out very well indeed. The only one who might not be happy about all this is … well … the princess.”

Katie was shocked by the dragon’s revelations, but she suspected that they were true. Her father was still gloating over how well Lila’s marriage turned out. But the practice certainly wasn’t fair to princesses who didn’t love the knights who won them. Suddenly she remembered the problem at hand. “Have you made a deal with Prince Wadsworth?” she asked.

“As a matter of fact, I have, but I don’t like him very much. I pity whichever of you he chooses. He’s such a coward. He made me promise he wouldn’t get hurt, then whined about my fee. He only wants to marry one of you because your father is so wealthy.”

“Unfortunately, neither I nor my sister want to marry him. Is there any way we could persuade you to help us?” she asked.

“I doubt you could top your father’s payment,” said the dragon.

“What is he paying you?” asked Katie.

“Two treasure chests recovered from a sunken pirate ship,” answered the dragon.

Katie frowned. There was no way she and Violet could beat that. She’d heard dragons loved treasure more than anything. Her brows knit as she tried to think of another plan.

The dragon couldn’t help liking Katie and didn’t want to see her looking so troubled. “I wish I could help you,” he said. “Whom would you like to marry?”

“I would much rather marry Colin, the court jester,” said Katie. “He is brave, kind, and very funny.”

The dragon grinned. He definitely liked this down-to-earth princess.

Katie thought a bit longer. “Several knights will challenge you tomorrow,” she said. “How will you tell one from another if they’re all wearing armor?”

“The princes who pay me always wear orange scarves on their helmets,” said the dragon.

Katie smiled and bowed to the dragon. “Thank you, kind dragon, for that information. Remember: Father will still pay you if you make an ‘honest’ mistake.”

The dragon watched Katie walk away and join her sister. He pondered her comment and decided that if there were any way to help her and still get the treasure, he would try it.

The next morning, seven knights came to battle the dragon. The king, the princesses, and villagers watched from a nearby hill. The dragon quickly knocked two knights off their horses with a swipe of his tail. A blast of fiery breath sent two more galloping away. Another knight dropped his reins and sat wide-eyed in terror as his horse wandered off to nibble on a clump of grass.

Two knights remained, and from each one’s helmet, a bright orange scarf flapped in the wind. The dragon turned questioningly toward the king. The king just shrugged. He didn’t know which knight was Wadsworth, either.

Both knights bowed to the princesses. Then one knight poked the other’s horse with his lance, making the horse rear up. The second knight somersaulted off the horse and landed on his feet. He bowed to the cheering crowd, then remounted his horse while twirling his lance. The lance smacked the first knight, knocking him into a puddle. After slipping and falling a few times (much to the crowd’s entertainment), the muddy knight managed to remount his horse.

The dragon, who’d been trying hard not to laugh, took a deep breath and roared so loud, the ground shook. The muddy knight covered his ears and quaked with fear. The other knight bravely charged and thrust his lance strong and straight. It pierced the dragon’s shoulder, making him bellow and fly away. The villagers cheered wildly.

The muddy knight recovered his wits and galloped ahead of the other knight toward the king. He dismounted, took off his helmet, and flung it on the ground. He was Prince Wadsworth. “It’s not fair!” he whined. “I should have won.”

The king said, “I’m sorry, Wadsworth, but your opponent chased off the dragon. I can’t go back on my word. He may choose one of my daughters.” Wadsworth stomped off in a huff.

The crowd cheered as the victor came forward. The princesses waited anxiously to see who he was. He bowed to the king and removed his helmet. The villagers gasped and murmured among themselves.

“Why, you’re not a prince. You’re not even a nobleman. You … you’re my court jester!” stammered the king. “This is ridiculous. I can’t let one of my daughters marry you!”

“Father,” said Katie, “Colin has won fairly.”

The king turned red with anger and humiliation. “Go ahead and choose,” he finally choked out.

“I choose Princess Katie,” said Colin. Katie stepped forward and took his hand. Her heart thumped as she gazed into his kind blue eyes. He untied the orange scarf from his helmet, handed it to her, and whispered, “I believe this belongs to you.”

Katie winked at Colin and he winked back. Then, looking as serious as she could, she faced her father. “Father, if Violet picks her own husband, do you think she could do worse than a jester?”

“I guess not,” he said grudgingly. “Violet may choose her own husband. Just don’t come complaining to me if you choose badly.” He glanced at Colin and said to Katie, “Katie, I hope you won’t blame me for this disaster.”

“I would have blamed you if Wadsworth had won. But instead I’ll thank you for arranging a very happy marriage,” said Katie. The king sighed, shook his head, and walked away.

Katie squeezed Colin’s hand and turned toward Violet. “I told you I planned to live happily ever after.”

Violet smiled and said, “Thanks to you, I’ll be able to live happily ever after, too.”

Far away, in his cave, the dragon pulled the lance from his tough scales. It hurt no worse than a sliver. With one roar he’d been able to tell which knight was the cowardly Wadsworth and which was the brave jester. As he sorted through his pirate treasure, the dragon chuckled. He liked Katie, and it had cost him nothing to help her.
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new spin on classic stories and themes:

 King Midas is a workaholic banker who'd rather play with lgs ]
money than attend his son’s Little League baseball games.

» The Big Bad Wolf is running a successful scam on Little
Red’s grandma until Little Red catches him in the act.

¢ The Three Bears invade Goldy's house because their forest
home is being stripped to build a superhighway. R

e A prince refuses to marry any of the grumpy princesses
lost sleep because there were peas under their mattresse;‘

* A clever princess pays a dragon to lose a fight so she can’
marry the man she loves. 2

- Bruce Lansky is creator and editor of the Girls to the Rescu?
series as well as one of America’s best-selling children’s poets.

“Here is a new generation of fairy tales to make child
laugh, not hide under the covers.” "
— Stephen Mooser, author of Young Marian’s Adventures in._
Sherwood Forest and President of the Society of Childre
Book Writers and Illustrators
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