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About the Book




Fairytales as you’ve never read them before!


A side-splittingly hilarious collection of stories. Read them aloud to delight your friends, or read them silently and annoy everyone else on the bus when you randomly burst out laughing.


Featuring fractured fairytales, Friday Barnes mysteries and anecdotes told by the world’s most glamorous flying pig, Nanny Piggins, this is the perfect book for bedtime, long car rides or when your leg is caught in a bear trap and you’re waiting for the emergency services to arrive.
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This collection of stories was created to spread joy in a challenging time.

They were written to be read aloud, preferably in silly voices.

So be brave, set dignity aside and go for it.
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Nanny Piggins was a great believer in literacy. It was important to be good at reading, so you could be good at reading recipes, so you could be good at making cake. Because there was no more important skill than making cake . . . except perhaps eating cake. That was quite an art in its own right.

Nanny Piggins believed so firmly in these principles she read to the Green children – Derrick, Samantha and Michael – every night. Sometimes she read fairytales, sometimes adventure novels, sometimes recipe books and sometimes, when they wanted a really shockingly good story, she read to them from her own journal. But on this particular occasion, Nanny Piggins could not read to the children at all.

You see, during the course of the day she had suffered a terrible baking accident. She had made a chocolate souffle so good – it was irresistible! The second it came out of the oven she lunged face first at it, trying to gobble it up as quickly as possible. Unfortunately, the oven had been set to 180 degrees Centigrade, which meant that the cake was 180 degrees Centigrade, which meant that the cake crumbs she got in her eyes were 180 degrees Centigrade. Which meant that she had had to spend the afternoon at the ophthalmic surgeon’s having them cleaned and bandaged.

The children were naturally alarmed to have their beloved Nanny blinded by her own cake, but Nanny Piggins wasn’t worried at all. Consuming an entire chocolate souffle does give the eater such a sugar rush that a devil-may-care attitude is sure to follow. The only problem was, now she couldn’t read the children a bedtime story.

The doctor had said Nanny Piggins would be all right if she rested her eyes for the night by lying down with cucumber slices over her eyelids. Nanny Piggins had asked if the cucumber slices could be chocolate covered. The doctor had frowned and said no, that would defeat the purpose, at which point Nanny Piggins had hit him with her handbag and stormed out. It is not easy to storm anywhere when you are cake blinded – it does ruin the drama of the moment when you walk straight into the wall – but eventually she found her way out.

Now she was at home, resting her eyes by bathing them in soothing honey. Which was actually very pleasant. Except for the fact that her brother, Boris, the ten foot tall ballet dancing bear, couldn’t resist licking them periodically.

‘I’m dreadfully sorry, children,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I’m afraid I can’t see well enough to read you a bedtime story.’

‘Aww,’ chorused the children.


‘I’m sure Boris could read you one,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Couldn’t you, Boris?’

‘Mmmm,’ said Boris, still staring at his sister’s honey-covered eyes. He loved his sister, but he loved the taste of honey even more.

‘I think Boris may be too distracted,’ said Samantha.

Boris’ tongue was hanging out and drool was dripping down onto his chest fur.

‘Why don’t you tell us a story instead?’ suggested Derrick.

Nanny Piggins did know an enormous number of shockingly good tales. The children loved hearing them. The problem was, Nanny Piggins led such an action-packed lifestyle it was rare for her to sit still long enough to tell them.

‘I suppose I could,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘You had better snuggle around, children. I can’t see if you need a hug, so you’d better work on a self-service principle. Now let me see . . . where should I begin?’

‘At the beginning,’ said Michael.

‘Very well,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Once upon a time there was a lovely little girl called Rapunzel,’ began Nanny Piggins.

‘Oh, I know this one,’ said Michael. ‘She had incredible blonde hair that was metres and metres long.’

‘Well, that’s not the story I’m telling,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘What would be remarkable about that? A girl with hair. All girls have hair. Except girls who’ve been in terrible accidents, perhaps because they’ve been standing too close to chocolate-making machines. Which reminds me of my cousin Gerta. But we mustn’t feel sad for her – she did get the chocolate, so she wasn’t at all concerned about the baldness.’


‘So your story about Rapunzel isn’t about a blonde girl?’ prompted Derrick, trying to get his nanny back on track.

‘No,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘In real life, blonde girls are perfectly fine and normal. But in fiction they are dreadfully over-represented. As if there’s something preferable about having yellow hair. Clearly it’s preferable to have beautiful chocolate-coloured hair.’

‘Like your hair,’ suggested Michael.

‘Why yes,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I have been blessed with hair the exact shade of a milk chocolate bar. It’s one of the many reasons men can’t tear their eyes off me. That and my world-class circus skills.’ Nanny Piggins yawned. ‘Rightio, time for bed.’

‘But what about our story?’ asked Samantha.

‘What story?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘You were telling us about Rapunzel,’ Michael reminded her.

‘Oh yes,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Rapunzel was a lovely, sweet-natured, kind and beautiful child. Which is a rare combination – extreme beauty and niceness. But as in all stories, when things start off well, you know pretty soon they are going to turn and go very, very badly.’

‘I can’t bear to listen,’ said Boris. He had begun pre-crying in anticipation.

‘The problem was that Rapunzel’s mother was – a witch,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Gosh,’ said Samantha.

‘That’s rotten luck,’ said Michael.

‘Oh no,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I won’t have you judging the poor woman too harshly. It’s very hard for a single mother to find a good job. I’m sure “witch” was not her first choice of employment, but we can’t all be open-heart surgeons. Not as long as hospitals are going to be such sticklers for insisting that surgeons have training and medical degrees, and wash their hands all the time and other ridiculous what-not.’

‘So was she a wicked witch?’ asked Samantha.

‘From the west?’ asked Michael.

‘Or the east?’ asked Derrick. ‘I hear the witches from there are pretty bad too.’

‘Oh no,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Rapunzel’s mother was just an everyday, run-of-the-mill type of witch. You know, if your neighbour wouldn’t mow their lawn you could go to her to get a toad that would make warts grow on their face. Or a potion to make their parsnip crop turn out all knobbly. That kind of thing.’

The children nodded as if they understood, although they didn’t. They just wanted their nanny to get on with the story.

‘So one day,’ continued Nanny Piggins, ‘little Rapunzel was sitting on the floor playing with knives, or whatever it is young human girls do, when her mother tripped over her broomstick while casting a spell and accidentally hit Rapunzel square in the head with a bolt of magic!’

‘Noooo!’ wailed Boris.

‘I know,’ agreed Nanny Piggins. ‘Head injuries are always so tedious. Everyone always fusses that you might have concussion or brain damage or both, and they try to force you to go off to hospital. But who in their right mind would want to go there?! The desserts are always dreadful. Really, all you need to do to test if someone is brain damaged is see if they agree to go to hospital. That is a clear sign that they have a serious brain injury. Anyone in their right mind would have bolted and been half way to the nearest lolly shop.’

‘Did she have a head injury?’ asked Derrick.


‘In a way, yes,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘You see, Rapunzel’s mother had been cooking breakfast. So it was a breakfast-food spell she was hit with. As soon as the magic hit her, her hair was transformed into long flowing locks of bacon!’

‘Whoa,’ said Michael.

‘I did not see that coming,’ said Derrick.

‘Bacon is delicious,’ said Boris.

‘Boris!’ snapped Nanny Piggins. ‘How dare you!’ As a pig, Nanny Piggins took the subject of eating bacon very seriously, and very personally. She did not approve.

‘I’m sorry, Sarah,’ said Boris. ‘I don’t know what came over me. I think it’s the honey. It’s addled my brain.’

‘It was dreadful for the poor girl,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘She had been cursed forever to have long, succulent rashes of bacon for hair.’

‘Wow,’ said Michael.

‘Was it cooked or raw bacon?’ asked Samantha. She was trying hard to visualize how bacon hair would work.

‘Cooked,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Her hair was one hundred per cent hot, cooked bacon, as though it had come fresh out of the pan that instant after being prepared by the finest Michelin-star bacon chef in the entire world.’

‘Are there Michelin-star bacon chefs?’ asked Derrick.

‘Probably,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘There are some very despicable humans wandering about. Now you might think that, as curses go, having bacon for hair was not too bad. But let me assure you it was miserable.’

‘Why?’ asked Michael. He personally would quite like to have hair made of breakfast food. He always got hungry in the morning – not at the breakfast table, but when he first sat down in class at school, when he didn’t have any food and there was nothing he could do about it.

‘Because of the smell,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘To so many humans, the smell of freshly cooked bacon is irresistible. It makes their mouths water, their spirits soar and their brains turn to mush.’

‘So what happened?’ asked Samantha.

‘Everywhere she went, Rapunzel was chased by people wanting to nibble her hair,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘At school, at the shops, at the bus stop – every time she turned around, it was to discover someone with a tuft, or a lock or entire pig tail stuffed in their mouth.’

‘I can see how that would be unpleasant,’ said Derrick.

‘As you can imagine,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘Rapunzel’s mother felt dreadful. The whole thing was her fault. If she’d been performing a chocolate cake spell that had hit her daughter in the head that would be one thing. But cursing her poor, sweet girl to a life of being chased about by greedy bacon lovers was terrible.’

‘The poor woman,’ said Boris. Tears were starting to well in his eyes. They were mainly tears for the honey he wanted to lick off his sister’s face, but he was partly listening to the story as well.

‘Fortunately witches have a lot of ingenuity,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘She wasn’t going to sit around feeling sorry for herself. She decided to do something nice for her daughter. She magicked up a great big tall tower for her in the middle of the deepest part of the forest and surrounded by the thickest bushes and trees. Then Rapunzel shut herself away to live her life in solitude, where no-one could find her and she could enjoy some peace and quiet, away from the hordes of greedy bacon gobblers. And so the years went by.’

‘She must have been terribly bored,’ said Michael.

‘Not at first,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘The first year she taught herself how to speak Latin, the second year she experimented with hydroelectric power systems, the third year she focused on the art of fire breathing, the fourth year she perfected the tango and the fifth year she devoted to trying to make the perfect jar of raspberry jam. But after about ten years of personal betterment, she was finding things a little bit tedious. How good did she want to get?’

‘She must have been so lonely,’ said Boris with a sob.

‘Yes, she was indeed,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘There is no point being wonderful at everything if there is no-one there to observe and say, “Gosh that was wonderful! Can I bake you a chocolate cake?” So year by year she grew ever more lonely, and year by year her bacon hair grew longer.’

‘Euurggggh,’ wailed Boris. ‘This is the saddest story I’ve ever heard! I can’t bear it anymore!’ Boris licked Nanny Piggins’ face to cheer himself up.

‘Get a hold of yourself, Boris,’ said Nanny Piggins firmly. ‘I can’t finish the story if you keep licking me.’

‘Mmmmm-mmm-mm,’ said Boris. Which is how bears say ‘sorry’ when they’re eating honey.

‘She was a very sad, lonely and bacony girl,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Until one day, when a prince came riding through the forest.’

‘Oooh,’ said Samantha excitedly. ‘Was he a handsome prince?’


‘I don’t know,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘This is a story from the olden days. There were no photographs back then.’

‘Oh,’ said Samantha disappointed.

‘But I assume he was devastatingly handsome,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Writers never write stories with ugly heroes. Their ugly characters always have to live under bridges and jump out to scare goats and that sort of thing. Writers really are the most incredibly prejudiced people. It’s a wonder they aren’t all in jail for making up such wicked lies all day long.’

‘And this prince found the tower?’ prompted Derrick.

‘No,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘He smelled Rapunzel’s hair.’

‘Oh,’ said Derrick.

‘You’ve got to understand,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘The Prince had been riding for days. And there were no fast food restaurants back in the olden days. There was just the lump of mouldy cheese and three-day-old bread he had set out with. And he had eaten that. So when he smelled the delicious heavenly scent of freshly cooked bacon he went temporarily insane.’

‘Oh no,’ said Boris. ‘Was he rushed off to hospital?’

‘Of course not!’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘He was in the middle of a deep dark forest and he was deranged with hunger. Seeking medical attention was the last thing on his mind. Instead, he turned off the path and followed the bacon smell. The delicious odour led him further into the forest through thick bushes and trees. As he went deeper and deeper, the smell grew stronger and stronger. Eventually he came to a clearing and in the middle he saw a great tall tower stretching up into the sky. The Prince sniffed the air. There was no mistaking the smell coming from the top of that tower. The bacon smelled so good it was all the Prince could do not to drool on his royal robes. He was just that hungry.

‘Hello!’ called the Prince. ‘Is there anybody up there?’

Rapunzel had not heard a man’s voice in many years. She could not help but be curious. She went to the window and looked out. And when she saw the Prince below, she fell in love at first sight.

He was very handsome, and people always look better from above. It’s very slimming.

‘What is your name?’ asked the Prince.

‘Rapunzel,’ said Rapunzel

‘Rapunzel, Rapunzel,’ said the Prince, ‘let down your bacon. Please, because I’m really hungry.’

Rapunzel could not refuse him. She took her fried pink tresses and tossed them out of the window. The bacon cascaded down the length of the tower like a waterfall of meat. The Prince was speechless. He had never seen such a wonderous sight. He stepped forward and began to eat. He ate and climbed, and climbed and ate, until he had eaten his way up to the tower window. Rapunzel now had the shortest cropped hair imaginable.

He felt a little sick from overeating, but in his eyes burned true love. He leaned forward to give Rapunzel a bacony kiss, then felt kind of ill and had to lie down for a couple of hours,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘But when he got up and had a nice cup of tea and slice of lemon cake to calm his stomach, the Prince was able to get down on his knees and beg Rapunzel to marry him.’


Boris broke into wracking sobs, ‘Oh my, this is the most wonderful story I’ve ever heard!’

‘But Rapunzel said “no”,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘What!!!’ exclaimed the children.

Boris just sobbed louder.

‘I don’t want to be married just for my bacon,’ cried Rapunzel. ‘I want to marry a man who loves me for my personality and good looks.’

‘But,’ said the Prince, ‘you don’t have any bacon hair. I ate it.’

Rapunzel ran her hand threw her hair and discovered he was right. She was entirely bald.

‘And you want to marry me anyway?’ asked Rapunzel.

‘Yes,’ said the Prince. ‘I have always loved the taste of bacon and the look of a bald lady.’

Rapunzel’s heart swelled with love. The Prince kissed her and they were married before sunset that day.

And so they lived happily ever after.

Because every night her hair grew back. And every morning the Prince enjoyed the most delicious breakfast, then spent the day looking at his beautiful bald-headed wife,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘The end. Time for bed.’
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Having a dog is great. They’re so endlessly loving and affectionate and playful. Really, there is only one downside. Well, two downsides. 1) You have to pick up their poo. 2) Even in winter, when it’s cold and windy and drizzling, you still have to take them for a walk.

But Tammy loved her dog, and she loved going for walks with her mum, so she didn’t mind, not too much . . . as long as she had a really warm coat on.

It was kind of fun peering in through the shop windows at night and imagining things about the people who worked there during the day. You could look into the neighbours’ houses too – see how their renovations were going, how tidy they were. If the lights were on inside but it was dark outside you could see in and they couldn’t see out, so you could stare as much as you liked.

Mum and Tammy turned into the field to walk the last few hundred metres back to their house. There was a half moon in the sky and the cold winter wind was blowing the clouds across it. It was spooky, like something from a movie.

‘It’s a half moon tonight,’ said Tammy.

‘Yes it is,’ agreed Mum.

‘I wish the moon was made of cheese,’ said Tammy.

‘Oh, it is,’ said Mum.

‘Mum!’ said Tammy, rolling her eyes. Mum had very few faults, but if she did have a little one it was that she had a great love for telling outrageous falsehoods. Mum maintained that they weren’t falsehoods, they were stories and stories were an important part of our shared cultural identity and therefore completely all right. But every other adult Tammy had met said that lying was wrong. Calling your mother a liar was also wrong though, so she was in a tricky spot.

‘No, it is,’ said Mum. ‘Of course, the hard part was getting the cows up there to make it.’

‘Mum,’ said Tammy.

‘Because they had to go to NASA and train how to be astronauts,’ continued Mum.

‘Mum,’ said Tammy.

‘And as you can imagine,’ said Mum. ‘NASA didn’t have any astronaut suits that fit a cow. The space shuttle didn’t fit them either – the doors were too small. But the cows embraced the challenge. They’re lovely animals, cows. You see them standing in a green, grassy field and you think, “They don’t do much”. But that’s not true, all the cheese and all the yoghurt and all the milk you see in the supermarket is thanks to them. That’s all the work of cows. They’re very industrious. So when someone said to this one brave herd of dairy cows, “Ladies, we need you to go into outer space, orbit one thousand kilometres above the earth and create a celestial object three hundred kilometres in circumference made entirely out of cheese,” you know what the cows said?’

‘I don’t want to know what the cows said,’ said Tammy.

‘They thought about it for a moment,’ said Mum, ‘then asked – “What type of cheese?”’

‘The man from NASA hadn’t expected that one,’ said Mum. ‘He was flustered . . .’

‘Um . . . er . . .’ said the guy from NASA. He was used to dealing with the most complicated aspects of physics, aeronautical engineering and astronomy, but he didn’t know a lot about matured dairy products. ‘That’s your area of expertise,’ he said to the cows. ‘What do you recommend?’

‘Red Leiscester,’ piped up one Jersey cow.

‘Mmm, good choice,’ agreed the cows.

‘But then the moon would look red,’ pointed out a Guernsey cow. ‘And people might think it was a giant stop sign.’

‘Good point,’ nodded the other cows.

‘How about a nice bit of brie,’ said a Holstein.

‘Mmm.’ They all liked that idea. ‘Everyone likes a nice soft cheese.’

‘What about Swiss cheese,’ said a Limousin.

‘Delicious,’ agreed the other cows, ‘but too holey. Spaceships might get stuck in there.’

‘I know, how about a lovely bit of cheddar,’ suggested a Hereford.

‘Lovely,’ agreed all the other cows. ‘Let’s do that.’


So they all went to Houston, Texas – that’s where NASA is based – and began their training. It was very rigorous, as I’m sure you can imagine.

They had to train physically. The trainers tried to get the cows to do push-ups and pull-ups, but their joints don’t bend so that had to be abandoned pretty quickly.

They also had to be trained mentally. The scientists tried to teach the cows how to use computers, but cows weren’t very good at using keyboards. Their hooves were too big. Every time they went to type something out, their hooves would hit half the keys on the keyboard at once. Emailing took forever. Calculating re-entry velocity and angle was practically impossible.

But the cows were really good at one really important thing – eating grass. The lawns at NASA had never looked better. In fact the only person who was upset about the whole ‘let’s make a moon out of cheese plan’ was the lawnmower man. The cows had put him out of a job, you see. He’d been mowing the lawns at NASA for ten years and now he had nothing to do. He was angry at first, and he slouched around polishing his lawnmower and sulking.

But it’s hard to stay angry at a cow. I think it’s the eyelashes. They’re just so loveable. So NASA retrained him as a milkman. It was his job to go into space with the cows and milk them twice a day.

And that’s what they did. The actual launch into space was a bit stressful, because it gets very hot passing through the earth’s atmosphere at super speed. The outside of the spaceship reaches temperatures of five hundred degrees. And cows are very wary of getting too hot. Turning into steak is their worst nightmare.

But once they were up there, floating endlessly in the weightless silence of space, they had a lovely time. It was very relaxing really. They sat around the international space-milk station all day, playing cards and board games.

The cows would eat grass, which was weird because there is no lawn in space, so all the grass was in tubes like toothpaste. They would suck on their tubes of grass all day, and then they’d get milked and then the lawnmower man would put all the fresh milk into a cheese machine and make batch after batch of delicious cheddar cheese.

And that is how the moon came to be made. It was a big job and it took them a while, but it has been a great help to everyone ever since.

‘It has?’ asked Tammy.

‘Oh yes,’ said Mum. ‘Because the moon puts out just enough light so you can see your way from the car to the front door of the house and not stub your toe on anything. So next time you don’t stub your toe, think of those brave, hard-working cows, the man who milked them and the huge celestial lump of cheese they made just for you.’

‘Mum, you’re an idiot,’ said Tammy.

‘An idiot, or a genius?’ said Mum.

‘An idiot,’ said Tammy. But when she said ‘you’re an idiot’, Mum knew she was really saying ‘I love you’.

‘I love you too,’ said Mum.
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It is normal for children not to be able to stay quiet while you are reading a story to them. But just because it is normal does not mean it isn’t extremely annoying. Having their jaws surgically wired shut is probably a little extreme, although tempting. Instead, I recommend toffee. The really thick, sticky kind. You will pay for it eventually in dental bills, but you can enjoy peace, tranquillity and the sound of your own voice until then. (Fantails are good and the wrappers encourage literacy.)
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It was very late in the Green household. Nanny Piggins was not a stickler for bedtimes, but even she usually had the children in bed before 2 am. If for no other reason than because, by that time, they were always exhausted from whatever thrilling activity she had thought up that day.

But on this occasion things had not gone quite to plan. Derrick, Samantha and Michael had enjoyed a fantastic day with their nanny, avoiding the truancy officer by leaping off a clifftop in a homemade hang glider, which they had constructed from papier-mâché using pages from Mr Green’s law books, so they were totally were totally tuckered out. They were just about to settle down for bed with a glass of milk and nice big slice of cake, when Nanny Piggins’ own exhaustion caused her to make a terrible mistake. She told Samantha to fetch a cake from the sixth shelf in the pantry when she should have said the seventh. The cake was brown and Samantha was also tired, so she didn’t think anything of it. She and her brothers had eaten seven slices each before their nanny entered the living room and realised her dreadful error.

The children were not eating chocolate cake. They were eating coffee cake! They were obviously never going to be able to get to sleep with that much caffeine in their systems.

There was only one thing Nanny Piggins could do. She ate seven slices of coffee cake herself, curled up with the children on the couch and settled in to tell them a gripping bedtime story.

At first, she tried to tell the children the story of the great vanilla slice shortage of 1823, because it is important to teach children about the great moments in history. But the children had heard that one before – Nanny Piggins got weepy and recounted it every time she ate a vanilla slice. So Derrick, being the eldest and most sensible, requested that perhaps instead Nanny Piggins could tell them a story about one of her relatives.

‘Why?’ asked Nanny Piggins, ‘Have the police put you up to this? Are you fishing for information that you can sell to law enforcement officials, perhaps in exchange for a shorter jail term for the terrible crime you’ve committed?’

‘But I haven’t committed a terrible crime!’ protested Derrick.

‘Good,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘You’re too young to go to jail. Plus orange just isn’t your colour, the jumpsuits would never suit you.’

‘We just enjoy hearing about your relatives,’ Michael assured her. He was a boy who enjoyed the simple pleasures in life.

‘I understand,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘They’re much more interesting than any human. I know people make a fuss about Marie Curie, Gandhi and young men who are good at kicking footballs around. But honestly, none of them has as much glamour in their entire body as any one of my relatives has in her hind trotter.’

‘To be fair,’ said Samantha, who was uncomfortable with being critical of great people from history, ‘I don’t think Marie Curie or Gandhi were trying to be glamorous.’

‘Hah,’ scoffed Nanny Piggins. ‘Perhaps they would have been taken more seriously if they’d been able to blast themselves out of a cannon.’

Derrick tried to get Nanny Piggins back on track, ‘So do you have a story for us?’

‘Hmm,’ said Nanny Piggins. She rubbed her snout as she considered all the options. With Nanny Piggins it was never a question of whether she had a story, but rather which one of her thousands of fabulous anecdotes she would tell. ‘I know. I will tell you a story about a dear old cousin of mine.’

‘Okay,’ said Michael. In his experience cousins could be very boring. But he was confident that a cousin of Nanny Piggins was going to be more interesting than his second cousin Sebastian, whose hobbies included polishing rocks and then telling you about the rocks he had polished.

‘Yes, a distant cousin of mine,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Her name was Little Red Riding Pig.’

‘Not Little Red Riding Hood?’ asked Michael.

‘Red Riding Hood?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘Why on earth would she wear a hood? Hoods are a terrible fashion mistake. They hide a pig’s best feature – her face. But worse than that, hoods, indeed all hats commit a dreadful crime. They crush the hair. No, no Piggins, unless she was being tortured by a milliner, would ever willingly wear a hood.’


‘You wore a hood when you went in to school and pretended to be the Grim Reaper so you could frighten the Headmaster,’ Michael reminded her. ‘Telling him he was going to die from eating too many chocolate biscuits.’

‘Yes, well, I didn’t begrudge him the biscuits,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘It was the fact that he was pilfering money out of the children’s fish pond fund that annoyed me.’

‘Let’s get back to Little Red Riding Pig,’ suggested Derrick.

‘Yes,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Now it just so happened that Little Red Riding Pig’s grandmother, Big Red Riding Pig – they weren’t the most imaginative branch of the family when it came to thinking up names – this grandmother had broken her ankle.’

‘Getting blasted out of a cannon?’ guessed Michael.

‘No, but you’re close,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘She broke her ankle chasing a woodcutter down her driveway and tying to kick him. She missed and fell in a ditch.’

‘Why was she trying to kick a woodcutter?’ asked Derrick.

‘It was sad, really,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘He kept coming around offering to cut wood.’

‘Isn’t that what woodcutters do?’ asked Derrick.

‘She had an electric heater!’ said Nanny Piggins, as if this explained everything.

‘So?’ said Samantha.

‘He was just using “woodchopping” as excuse,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘because he was secretly in love with her.’

‘Oooooh,’ said the children catching on.

Nanny Piggins herself had a similar problem with a certain retired army colonel who lived around the corner and was always offering to run someone over with a tank should she require it.


‘So, anyway, Big Red Riding Pig had a broken foot, which meant she couldn’t bake a cake, which meant she was starving to death,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Couldn’t she just eat a tin of beans instead?’ asked Samantha.

‘She was a Piggins!’ declared Nanny Piggins. ‘She would rather starve to death than eat a legume.’

‘Sorry,’ said Samantha, realising she had made a terrible pig faux pas.

‘Now Little Red Riding Pig was a good piglet,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘She loved her granny dearly, so she immediately offered to bring her a few basic supplies. She baked three hundred chocolate mud cakes – really top quality ones with extra thick icing – packed them up in a huge wicker basket and got ready to hurry them over.’

‘But how could she carry that much cake?’ asked Michael.

‘She couldn’t,’ admitted Nanny Piggins. ‘But she wasn’t a stupid pig. Her basket had wheels. Great big ones, like wagon wheels. In fact, they actually were wheels she had stolen off a wagon. Originally, her wagon had proper wagon wheels. You know, the type made out of cookies, marshmallow, jam and chocolate. But she had eaten them on her last journey, so she thought it best to get some wagon wheels that were just wheels. So she set off dragging this through the forest.’

‘I don’t like the sound of this,’ said Michael. ‘They all end happily, don’t they?’

‘Now where’s the fun if I tell you that!’ demanded Nanny Piggins. ‘I don’t know what’s wrong with your generation wanting everything to end happily. Of course, it’s not going to end happily! At the very least it will end badly for the cake, because you know someone will end up grinding it up with their teeth and mixing it with their saliva before swallowing it into their stomach where it will be dissolved by acid and peristalsis.’

‘So that’s the story?’ asked Derrick. ‘They ate the cake?’

‘No actually,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘There was a nasty incident on the way.’

‘I can’t watch,’ said Michael, clapping his hands over his eyes.

‘It’s a story,’ said Samantha. ‘It doesn’t matter if you don’t watch.’

‘I don’t want to watch what my brain is going to imagine when I hear the bad bits,’ said Michael.

‘Well, you have to hear it now or you’ll never have closure,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Little Red Riding Pig was dragging her massive basket of cake through the forest when suddenly . . . a wolf jumped out in front of her!’

‘Aaaaggghhh,’ screamed Michael.

‘Samantha,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘make a note. I must put less coffee in my coffee cake next time. I don’t think your brother can handle it.’

Samantha dutifully noted this down.

‘Little pig, little pig,’ said the wolf. ‘You look so soft and tender and juicy. I am going to –’

BOP!

Little Red Riding Pig hit the wolf hard on the nose, and knocked him out cold before he could finish his sentence.

‘But didn’t they have a conversation where she told him she was going to her grandmother’s and he said he wanted to eat her up?’ asked Derrick.

‘No,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘That would be pretty stupid wouldn’t it? If a strange wolf leaps out at you in the middle of a deep dark wood, you’d be a nincompoop to have a conversation with it. No, Little Red Riding Pig knocked him out cold and continued on with her journey.

Of course, when the wolf woke up he felt like a truck had hit him.

‘What happened?’ asked the wolf, rubbing his very sore nose.

‘A pig punched you,’ explained a nearby rabbit.

Then it all came back to him. The wolf remembered – the conversation with the piglet, the trotter flying towards his face with alarming speed, then the splitting pain in his nose. Enraged, the wolf leapt to his feet and ate the rabbit. Totally rude given that the rabbit had only been trying to be helpful! Then he ran the long way round to her grandmother’s house.

Grandmother lived in a tiny cottage right in the middle of the wood, which was ridiculous when you think about it – an elderly lady with a broken foot living in such a remote location. The wolf nipped around the back and climbed in through the bathroom window, then he snuck through the house to the bedroom and slowly and oh so quietly pushed open the door, then leapt on the bed and began his eating frenzy.

GOBBLE, GOBBLE, GNASH, SNARL. He had eaten three pillows and half the doona before he realised that Granny was not in the bed. He looked about. She wasn’t anywhere in the house either. That’s when he heard Little Red Riding Pig dragging her wagon full of cake up the front path. So the wolf quickly put on Granny’s dressing gown and night cap and leapt into the uneaten bedding on her bed.


‘Hi, Granny, I’ve just dropped off your cake,’ called Little Red Riding Pig. ‘I’ll be off then.’

‘Wait,’ cried the wolf. ‘Aren’t you going to give your Granny a hug?’

Little Red Riding Pig paused. ‘But you don’t like hugs. You say that’s how disease spreads.’

‘I’m feeling frail, I would like a nice hug,’ lied the wolf. He was just trying to get her closer so he could eat her up.

Little Red Riding Pig stepped closer and leaned in, but then she stopped. ‘Grandmother, what a big stomach you have! Your dressing gown doesn’t fit you anymore.’

‘Are you saying I’m fat?’ asked the wolf, his feelings hurt.

‘Yes,’ said Little Red Riding Pig. ‘And, Grandmother, what bad breath you have too! It smells like you’ve been eating raw rabbit.’

‘It does?’ asked the wolf. He was horrified. He had always been self-conscious about his breath. Because wolves don’t have toothbrushes, you know. Or opposable thumbs. So even if they did have toothbrushes they couldn’t use them.

‘One more thing,’ said Little Red Riding Pig, leaning very close now. ‘Grandmother, what a . . .’ POW. Little Red Riding Pig bopped the wolf hard on the head. ‘. . . Great big wolf you are!’

‘How did you know?’ asked the wolf. ‘Was there a flaw in my disguise?’

‘Yes, just a little one,’ said Little Red Riding Pig. ‘You’re a wolf! Your face is covered in brown fur and you’ve got about fifty more teeth than any pig. Why are you pretending to be my grandmother?’

‘Because I want to eat you up,’ said the wolf.

‘Really?’ said Little Red Riding Pig. ‘Well then, you need to re-think your lifestyle. Pork is not good for you. It’s high in saturated fats. That’s the stuff that clogs your arteries and makes it hard for your cells to process sugar, which causes diabetes. Have you ever considered becoming a vegetarian?’

‘Yuck, no,’ said the wolf. ‘Vegetarian food is disgusting.’

‘No, it’s not,’ said Little Red Riding Pig. ‘Chocolate cake is vegetarian.’

‘I’ve never tried it,’ said the wolf.

‘You’re in luck,’ said Little Red Riding Pig, ‘I just happen to have three cubic metres of chocolate cake with me. I guarantee after one slice you’ll never want to eat pork again. If I’m wrong, you’re welcome to bite off one of my legs.’

‘All right,’ agreed the Wolf.

So Little Red Riding Pig cut a slice of chocolate cake, put it on a plate with some whipped cream and a fork and serviette, then handed it to the wolf. He tentatively scooped up a small morsel, put it in his mouth and instantly fell in love.

‘With Little Red Riding Pig?!’ asked Michael.

‘No, silly,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘With the cake. Although he probably fell in love with her too. We Pigginses have that effect on people.’

Then the grandmother burst in. She bopped them both on the head for eating in her bed and dropping crumbs, so they all went out to the kitchen and ate some more. From that day to this, the wolf has never eaten anything other than chocolate cake.

‘But aren’t wolves dogs?’ said Derrick. ‘And isn’t chocolate poisonous to dogs?’

‘Yes, well, I didn’t say he lived a long life,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘But he did live a happy one. The end. Time for bed.’
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Friday was sitting at the back of her English classroom practising forging the signature of the president of the school council. She was supposed to be reading that week’s set text, The Dummy’s Guide to Japanese. Learning Japanese might seem like an odd way to learn English, but their English teacher, Mrs Cannon, was going to Japan for her holidays and she wanted her class to learn Japanese so they could help her practise. Mrs Cannon argued that the process of learning a foreign language helped a student appreciate the building blocks of sentence structure. Besides if anyone in management questioned her curriculum choice she would just accuse them of being racist.

But Friday already knew about the use of suffixes to alter Japanese verbs, so she was using her time to simulate the way the president of the council twisted his ‘r’s in ‘Abercrombie’.

‘Your forgery doesn’t look very convincing,’ said Melanie, looking over at Friday’s work.

‘It’s a surprisingly hard signature to do,’ said Friday. ‘Handwriting has evolved so much over the last thirty years, but Mr Abercrombie seems to have a particularly old-fashioned style. He writes the way people used to write back in the nineteenth century when they wrote with quills and ink. It is exceptionally hard to forge.’

‘Unless you learned handwriting back in the nineteenth century,’ said Melanie. ‘Then it would come naturally to you.’

There was a knock at the door. A messenger hurried over to Mrs Cannon and handed her a note. Mrs Cannon looked up at Friday.

‘Oh dear, Friday, what have you done now?’ asked Mrs Cannon.

‘I don’t think I’ve done anything,’ said Friday. ‘At least, nothing more than usual.’

‘According to this note you have to go to the Headmaster’s office immediately . . .’ said Mrs Cannon.

‘Ooooh,’ chorused the class.

‘You’re in for it now, Barnes,’ said Mirabella Peterson.

‘Because,’ continued Mrs Cannon, ‘there is a police officer waiting for you.’

‘Oooooh,’ chorused the class again, this time louder.

‘I’m pretty sure I haven’t done anything police-worthy,’ said Friday.

‘If you want to make a run for it, we’ll back you up,’ said Mrs Cannon. ‘You could climb out the window and dash down to the swamp. We’ll come up with a convincing cover story to explain your absence. It will be a good exercise in creative storytelling for us. Arguably even more relevant to the English syllabus than learning Japanese.’

‘It’s all right,’ said Friday. ‘If the police are after me, I’m curious to know why. But thank you for the kind offer to hinder an investigation for me.’

‘Our pleasure,’ said Mrs Cannon. ‘I do enjoy bamboozling the boys in blue. Or grey. Or green. Really any man in uniform brings out the worst in my behaviour.’
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Friday hurried over to the Headmaster’s office. She did feel more than a little sick with worry as she approached. If she wasn’t being arrested, then the alternatives weren’t much better.

‘You wanted to see me?’ said Friday as she pushed open the Headmaster’s door. She was relieved to see it was the local police sergeant, not some federal agent, standing in front of the Headmaster’s desk.

‘Sergeant Crowley has some questions for you,’ said the Headmaster.

‘I haven’t done anything,’ protested Friday. ‘If you have evidence that I have then I’m being framed.’

‘Oh no,’ said Sergeant Crowley. ‘They’re not those type of questions. I’m not here to arrest you. I’m here to ask for help.’

‘From me?’ said Friday. ‘Are the police allowed to ask children for assistance?’

‘This matter is too big to worry about the rules,’ said the police sergeant. ‘If I get it wrong it’s my career on the line. I want to run the details of the case past you. I need to check if I’m missing something.’

‘Why me?’ said Friday. ‘Don’t you have other officers at the precinct?’

‘They’re no help,’ said the police sergeant. ‘They all think like police officers. I need someone with a different brain. Because the facts as I see them don’t make any sense. Besides, you owe me a favour and I’m calling it in.’

Friday had made a promise to the police sergeant after he had helped her earlier in the year.

‘All right,’ said Friday. ‘Do you have the case file here?’

‘I’ve got security camera footage I want you to look at,’ said the police sergeant. ‘And this is a very discreet matter, so I’d rather show it to you down at the station.’

‘Just understand, Friday,’ said the Headmaster. ‘You don’t have to go along with this. You don’t have to get involved with this police case if you don’t want to.’

‘If the choice is to spend the afternoon at the police station or spend the afternoon in ancient history with Mr Braithwaite, learning about things I taught myself five years ago,’ said Friday, ‘that’s an easy decision to make. Let’s go, Sergeant! I’m sure an excursion to your station will be far more educational.’
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When Friday and Sergeant Crowley got to the police station he let her in the back door.

‘The other officers don’t need to know about this,’ said Sergeant Crowley. ‘They’re always getting their feelings hurt if I let one officer put the handcuffs on two times in a row or someone gets more than their fair turn of being allowed to use the siren.’

He led her into an interview room. Friday was surprised to see Mr Lee from the local supermarket was already sitting in there. A television and DVR was all set up.

‘How is this girl going to help?’ asked Mr Lee. ‘Is she some sort of extremely young-looking undercover detective?’

‘No, this is Friday. She’s more of a consultant,’ said Sergeant Crowley. ‘She thinks in a weird way, so when something weird happens, she’s our best chance of figuring it out.’

‘It all looks pretty straightforward to me,’ said Mr Lee. ‘It’s shoplifting. You’ve got to make an arrest.’

‘If that is the case then I will certainly make an arrest,’ said Sergeant Crowley. ‘But in this instance I want to dot all the i’s and cross all the t’s first.’

‘Why don’t you just explain the case to me,’ said Friday, ‘and I’ll see if I can be of help.’

‘All right,’ said the police sergeant. ‘I’m going to show you closed circuit television footage from inside Mr Lee’s shop. What you are going to see must not leave this room. You mustn’t tell anyone. You were never here. Do you understand?’

‘Your use of hyperbole is irritating,’ said Friday. ‘But I shall agree simply to speed things along.’

‘See for yourself,’ said Sergeant Crowley.

He pressed play on the DVR. A grainy image flickered onto the screen then pixelated into focus. It was a wide-angle view of the supermarket. Mr Lee’s shop wasn’t really a ‘super’ market by normal standards. But in their small town it was on the only supermarket, so people referred to it as such. There were two aisles, and in the first aisle there was a row of open refrigerated cases lined up along the wall. The closest had ready-made sandwiches and yoghurts for sale.

The police sergeant was fast forwarding through the footage so customers seemed to zip in and out of the supermarket like adrenalised ants.

‘Here we go,’ said Sergeant Crowley. He pressed play and the footage slowed to normal speed. There were two old ladies shopping for gravy in aisle two and a teenager at the back of the store picking out potato chips when an elderly man walked into frame. He was wearing corduroy slacks and a smart navy blue coat. From the back of his head, he seemed to have neat short hair and, strangely, he seemed to be wearing a bad fake tan. Friday watched as the man walked over to the sandwich cabinet. He looked over one shoulder, then the other, as if to see if anyone was watching, then picked up three sandwiches, tucked them inside his coat and walked straight out of the shop. The police sergeant stopped the footage.

‘What do you think?’ asked Sergeant Crowley. He and Mr Lee were looking intently at Friday.

‘What is there to think?’ asked Friday. ‘I agree with Mr Lee. It looks like a straightforward case of shoplifting.’

‘But here’s the catch,’ said Sergeant Crowley. ‘Do you recognise the man?’

‘No,’ said Friday. ‘Should I?’

‘That is F.W. Blakehurst,’ said Sergeant Crowley.

‘The billionaire?’ said Friday, immediately recognising the name. She had read it many times in the newspapers. F.W. Blakehurst had made his fortune in building and running hundreds of private hospitals around the world. ‘But that looks nothing like him. F.W. Blakehurst has been portly in all the photos I’ve seen of him in newspapers. This man looks too skinny.’


‘That’s him,’ said Sergeant Crowley. ‘He is one of the top ten richest people in the country.’

‘And he went into the local mini-market and stole three sandwiches?’ said Friday.

‘If it were only three sandwiches I could live with that,’ said Mr Lee.

‘What do you mean?’ asked Friday.

‘He’s stolen sixty-three sandwiches!’ said Mr Lee. ‘He has been coming in every day for the last three weeks and stealing three sandwiches.’

‘And you’re only doing something about it now?’ asked Friday.

‘He’s the richest man in town!’ said Mr Lee. ‘His household buys all their groceries from my store. That’s hundreds of dollars’ worth of business per week. So when he started stealing sandwiches, I thought he was just getting a bit senile. I let it go because he’s such a good customer.’

‘Then why are you bringing it to the police now?’ asked Friday.

‘Because last week his new housekeeper stopped buying their food from us,’ said Mr Lee. ‘She must be driving into the city to do her shopping. Or getting it delivered by one of those internet companies.’

‘So he’s not such a good customer anymore,’ said Friday.

‘Worse than that,’ said Mr Lee. ‘He’s escalated things.’

‘What do you mean?’ asked Friday.

‘He started out just stealing ham sandwiches,’ said Mr Lee. ‘That’s not such a big deal. My wife makes the sandwiches herself. The overheads aren’t high. It’s not a great loss for us. But in the last two days he’s taken things up a notch. He’s started stealing the prawn and avocado sandwiches. The ingredients cost a lot more. Three of those a day, twenty-one per week – that’s a significant loss for our business.’

‘I see,’ said Friday. ‘Let me watch the footage again.’

The police sergeant re-cued the video and Friday watched again, paying close attention to everything. The old ladies and the gravy, the teenager with the chips and then Mr Blakehurst entering and walking straight to the sandwiches. He stopped, looked about, picked up three at once, tucked them away then walked out, glancing about him one more time as he left.

‘Pause it!’ said Friday. ‘Take it back slowly.’

‘You’ve seen something?’ asked the police sergeant. ‘It would be good if you could find something, some mitigating factor. I really don’t want to have to arrest one of the wealthiest men in the country. Even if he is guilty as sin, he’ll get some fancypants lawyer who’ll make mincemeat of me.’

‘There!’ said Friday. ‘Freeze it there. Now roll it forward super slowly.’

The footage was at the point where Mr Blakehurst had started walking out. He was glancing about himself.

‘Stop!’ said Friday.

The footage froze with Mr Blakehurst looking up, straight into the camera.

‘So he’s looking at the camera,’ said Sergeant Crowley. ‘What’s the big deal.’

‘He thinks I’m an idiot,’ said Mr Lee. ‘He thinks I don’t check the security footage. Or that it’s a fake camera. Well, he’s got another thing coming.’

‘No, it’s more significant than that,’ said Friday. ‘Sergeant, you’d better call the SWAT team.’

‘What for?’ asked Sergeant Crowley.


‘What you’ve got here is a hostage situation,’ said Friday.

‘Are you sure?’ asked Sergeant Crowley.

‘Why would a billionaire with a live-in housekeeper steal three pre-made sandwiches that have probably been sitting round getting stale for hours?’ asked Friday.

‘Hey, my wife makes those,’ protested Mr Lee.

‘It’s no reflection on her if people have no self-esteem when it comes to what they’re prepared to put in their bodies,’ said Friday.

‘Can you be less insulting to Mrs Lee and get to the point?’ asked the police sergeant.

‘He’s stealing three a day,’ said Friday, ‘because he needs three meals a day. For three weeks he hasn’t wanted to eat the meals being prepared for him at home because he’s being poisoned.’

‘How can you possibly know that?’ asked the sergeant.

‘See the yellowish tinge to his skin?’ said Friday. ‘It looks like a poorly applied fake tan, but it’s actually jaundice, which is symptomatic of arsenic or heavy-metal poisoning. Weight loss is also a symptom. This man was being poisoned. He realised it and is trying to take evasive action.’

‘Why not come to the police,’ asked the police sergeant.

‘The perpetrator must have a hostage,’ said Friday.

‘But Mr Blakehurst isn’t married and he has no children,’ said Sergeant Crowley.

‘Does he have a dog?’ asked Friday. ‘From my experience, extremely wealthy people often care more about their dogs than they do their spouses.’

‘He’s got an Irish Setter called George,’ said Mr Lee. ‘He always used to tie him up outside the shop. But I haven’t seen George for weeks.’

‘You must act swiftly, Sergeant,’ urged Friday. ‘If I’m not mistaken then not only is Mr Blakehurst in danger of being poisoned but George is in danger of meeting a nasty end as well.’
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When the sergeant raided Mr Blakehurst’s mansion half an hour later, Friday was proved to be entirely correct. Mr Blakehurst had begun to suspect his housekeeper was poisoning him two months earlier. He tried to fire her but she arranged for her brother to come and dog-nap George. She then told Mr Blakehurst that not only was he not firing her, he was going to increase her wages tenfold or George would be sent to the great farmhouse in the sky. Mr Blakehurst then began to suspect that his housekeeper was poisoning him. Partly because everything he ate tasted faintly of almonds, but also because after a while he started to suffer the symptoms of liver failure. So he began pretending to eat his food and stealing sandwiches from the supermarket in town.

‘Thanks for your help, Friday,’ said the police sergeant as he drove her back to school. ‘That could have gone disastrously wrong if I’d arrested Mr Blakehurst.’

‘Or if he had died of the poisoning,’ said Friday.

‘Yes, that would have been bad too,’ agreed the police sergeant.

‘Ironically, if Mr Lee hadn’t been so kind and generous in being prepared to turn a blind eye to Mr Blakehurst’s shoplifting then poor George could have been rescued three weeks earlier,’ said Friday.
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Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children were locked up in jail. Well, strictly speaking, it wasn’t actually jail. It was the holding cell at their local police station. And they hadn’t actually been arrested. They were being held for their own safety, because Nanny Piggins had started a riot at the supermarket when she had discovered that a chocolate manufacturer had changed the recipe of one of her favourite chocolate bars without writing to her and asking permission first.

The supermarket manager had begged her to stop yelling and weeping because she was scaring the other customers. But Nanny Piggins hated being told what to do at the best of times, and she absolutely could not stand it when she was delirious from hunger because she had gone on a hunger strike the moment she had realised the travesty that had taken place. And hunger striking did not suit Nanny Piggins’ temperament. Just thirty seconds into her hunger strike she was swinging her handbag in loops about her head and bellowing war cries as she chased the shopping centre security guards up and down the aisles.

Luckily the police sergeant was a dear friend of Nanny Piggins and he was eventually able to talk her down from her toilet-paper fort, which she had built on top of the baked beans in the canned vegetable aisle. The sergeant knew that the best way to handle Nanny Piggins was not with threats, or even tasers, but with extreme politeness and tossing a packet of really chocolatey chocolate biscuits into the fort.

Seventeen packets of biscuits later, Nanny Piggins was beginning to feel her old self again. True, she was covered in biscuit crumbs and chocolate stains, but she almost always covered in crumbs and stains, so it was a comforting return to normality for the children.

Now they were just biding their time until Mr Green came to pick them up. They needed to be picked up by a responsible adult but, since they didn’t know any, they had opted to be picked up by Mr Green instead. Obviously it was going to be a long wait, because Mr Green was suffering under the misapprehension that he was important and that his time was valuable, as so many men who wear suits do. Also, he found it relaxing to, for once, know exactly where his nanny and children were, so he was in no hurry.

So now Nanny Piggins was looking around herself wondering how they could while away the time.

‘There isn’t a lot of scope for the imagination in this jail cell,’ said Nanny Piggins. The children were sitting either side of her on the narrow bed. The only other thing in the cell was a toilet.


‘There’s not much you can do with a toilet,’ continued Nanny Piggins.

‘Except go to the toilet,’ observed Michael.

‘Or we could try and escape through it,’ said Nanny Piggins, peering into the bowl. ‘Can any of you children dislocate your shoulders?’

The children all shook their heads, hoping their nanny wasn’t going to make them try. ‘I knew a contortionist at the circus who could squeeze her way through an S-bend,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Really?’ said Derrick. Apart from being S shaped, the S-bend of a toilet is also very narrow. He would have been intrigued to see a person squeeze their way through it.

‘Oh yes,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘She used to do it five times a night at the circus. Until one night, when it all went tragically wrong.’

‘What happened?’ asked Michael.

Nanny Piggins bit her lip. It was a sad memory. ‘She got stuck. She ate a guinea pig for lunch and it didn’t digest in time.’

‘She ate a guinea pig?’ asked Samantha in alarm.

‘Yes,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Swallowed it whole.’

‘Wow!’ said Michael.

‘What sort of person eats a guinea pig whole?’ asked Derrick.

‘Oh, I never said she was a person,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘She was a boa constrictor.’

‘A snake?’ asked Michael.

‘Oh, you never refer to a boa constrictor as a “snake”,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘They don’t like it. And you don’t want to irritate a boa constrictor, not if you like breathing.’

Now you have to understand that Samantha was a worrier. And she was seriously worried that, if Nanny Piggins continued this description of her friend the boa constrictor, the mental images she was conjuring in her imagination would traumatise her for life and she would never be able to sleep again. As such, she was desperate to change the subject. And so Samantha said, ‘Nanny Piggins, how about we forget about the toilet and you tell us a story instead.’

‘I suppose that would while away the time,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Oh yes, please,’ said Michael.

Nanny Piggins always told the most amazing stories. Michael was actually enjoying the story about the snake and the toilet, but he would be happy to hear another one as well.

‘Let me see,’ said Nanny Piggins, rubbing her snout thoughtfully. ‘I know so very many good stories. It’s hard to pick.’

‘One without snakes or boa constrictors or serpents or legless lizards, please,’ said Samantha.

‘I could tell you a story about two cousins of mine,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘They were from the German branch of the family. Their names were Hansel and Gretel.’

‘Oh, I’ve heard this story,’ said Michael.

‘You have?’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘It’s about a boy and girl who get lost in the woods,’ said Michael.

‘Well, you’re wrong already,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘What a ridiculous premise. Who would be interested in that? A boy and a girl lost in the woods. Blah blah blah. All very tedious. No, my story is much better. In my story, Hansel and Gretel are pigs.’

‘That must have been left out of my version,’ said Michael.

‘It doesn’t surprise me,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Did a human tell it to you?’


‘Um . . . yes,’ conceded Michael.

Nanny Piggins shook her head sadly. ‘Humans are a very pigist species. Not you three, obviously, because I have raised you to be good, open-minded humans. But the vast majority of humans do not give us pigs the respect we deserve.’

Derrick could see that Nanny Piggins was starting to work herself up again, so he tried to get her back on track.

‘Please do tell us about your cousins then,’ he prompted.

‘Oh yes,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Hansel and Gretel were poor unfortunate piglets. Their mother had gone.’

‘Where?’ asked Samantha.

‘I don’t know,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘It’s a story. It’s traditional to get rid of one or both of the parents right off the bat. Do you really want to get bogged down in the backstory?’

‘No,’ said Michael. ‘Just keep telling it.’

‘Their mother had gone,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Which was bad enough in itself. But it was extra bad in their case because their father was completely hopeless.’

‘In what way?’ asked Derrick.

‘He was a tax lawyer,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Just like our father!?’ said Michael.

‘Yes,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘It’s funny how all the worst ones are tax lawyers. It wasn’t much of a problem, because he was off at his office all day, lawyering away and leaving Hansel and Gretel to do whatever they liked. Until one dreadful day when their father committed an absolutely diabolical act.’

‘What was it?’ asked Samantha. This story was already terrifying her and she was seriously considering asking if they could go back to the story about the snake in the toilet.


‘Their father got married,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Oh,’ said Derrick. He couldn’t see what was wrong with that, but he didn’t like to say so in case Nanny Piggins got angry.

Michael’s impulse control wasn’t as good as his brother’s. ‘And their new stepmother was a witch!’ guessed Michael.

‘Oh no,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘Much worse than that. A thousand times worse than that.’

‘What’s worse than a witch?’ wondered Derrick.

‘Was she a maths teacher?’ asked Samantha. Her own maths teacher gave her nightmares.

‘Was she a librarian?’ asked Michael. He had several extremely overdue adventure books and he was terrified of the fines.

‘No, no, a thousand times worse than any of those. Their new stepmother was . . . a supermodel!’ declared Nanny Piggins. She sat back and gave the children a moment to come to terms with the abject horror of this revelation. But the children did not quite follow.

‘A supermodel?’ said Michael.

‘Yes,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘You mean, an incredibly beautiful woman who poses for photographs in magazines and earns millions of dollars just to wear beautiful designer clothes,’ said Samantha.

‘Exactly,’ said Nanny Piggins, nodding.

Derrick couldn’t hold out any longer. He had to ask, ‘And what’s so terrible about that?’

‘What’s so terrible about that?!’ demanded Nanny Piggins. ‘She was a supermodel. Her job was to look beautiful and skinny so she could wear clothes.’

‘So?’ said Michael.


‘So she ate health food!’ declared Nanny Piggins.

‘Ohhhh,’ said the children, finally catching on. They knew nothing was more horrifying to their nanny than health food. In fact, to her, just the idea of a carrot stick was a thousand times more terrifying than the idea of a boa constrictor in the S-bend was to Samantha.

‘But that was not the most diabolical part,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘She tried to make the children eat health food as well!’

‘Oh, good gracious, no!’ exclaimed Boris. He didn’t wear clothes himself, so he buried his face in Samantha’s sweater so he wouldn’t have to look.

‘It was unendurable,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘The children knew their only chance of survival was escape.’

‘But wait a minute,’ said Derrick. ‘Isn’t that a bit drastic? Couldn’t they just sneak in food?’

‘Oh, they tried,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘They had a pizza delivery man deliver ten super supreme pizzas to a bush down the bottom of their backyard, but their stepmother found them. Admittedly they were enthusiastic eaters, so the sound of their guzzling may have given them away.’

‘And she threw the food out?’ guessed Samantha.

‘If she did that at least she would be sticking to her principles,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘But she didn’t throw their food out.’

‘What did she do then?’ asked Michael, although he dreaded to hear what would be worse than throwing out perfectly good pizza.

‘She ate it, she ate it all!’ declared Nanny Piggins. ‘Every time they snuck in a pizza, a cupcake, even just the tiniest scrap of a pretzel crumb – she would guzzle it up.’


‘But you said she was into healthy eating,’ said Derrick, feeling very confused.

‘Yes,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘But as with so many people who claim to be on diets, as soon as she saw, smelled or heard the crunch of something delicious she would swoop in, snap it up and shove it in her mouth. She couldn’t help herself.’

‘Wow,’ said Michael.

‘In a way, I almost feel sorry for her,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘She had been without tasty food for so long, it had probably altered her blood chemistry and caused brain damage. Vegetables have been known to have that effect on people.’

‘Really,’ said Derrick, sceptically. ‘Has that been scientifically proven?’

‘Of course,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Have you ever met anyone who claims to like brussels sprouts that wasn’t stark raving mad?’

The children had never met anyone at all who liked brussels sprouts, so they really couldn’t say. They just nodded, hoping that this would be the quickest way to get their nanny to continue with her enthralling tale.

‘So they decided to escape,’ prompted Derrick.

‘Yes,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘They didn’t want to leave but they had no choice. Their stepmother had threatened them.’

‘With violence?’ asked Samantha.

‘Oh no, much worse,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘She threatened them with . . . tofu! She announced that she would be serving it for dinner that evening.’

‘Gosh,’ said Samantha. She had actually once eaten very tasty salt and pepper tofu at a Chinese restaurant, but she didn’t like to point this out in case Nanny Piggins got sidetracked from the story.


‘Hansel and Gretel waited until their parents lay down for an afternoon nap,’ continued Nanny Piggins, ‘when their father and stepmother were in the deepest sleep. They’d had kale for lunch so it could have been sleep or they could have lapsed into a coma from malnutrition. Either way, the children were able to force open their window, tie a chain of leeks together, slide down this makeshift rope and run off into the forest.’

‘The forest?’ asked Michael.

‘Oh yes,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Did I forget to mention they lived right next to a forest? Children in stories always seem to live right next to forests. It’s quite unfortunate really. If their parents don’t want their children to encounter wolves and trolls they’d be much better off buying a home in a built-up area, perhaps near a cake shop.’

‘And in the forest,’ said Samantha, ‘did they leave a trail of breadcrumbs, so they wouldn’t get lost?’

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘They’d been forced to eat kale, bean sprouts and lettuce for weeks. If they’d had breadcrumbs they would have eaten them.’

‘Oh,’ said Samantha.

‘They left a trail of turnips,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘No-one wants to eat a turnip. They knew they could leave long lines of those disgusting root vegetables lying around and no-one would dream of touching one.

Hansel and Gretel found a nice snug cave, and had a lovely night’s sleep. When they woke up the sun was shining. They knew it would be safe to go back to their house. The tofu would be gone, and while whole grain high-fibre cereal was pretty bad, they were hungry enough to be able to endure that. So they set out to head home. But they did not know which way to go – because the turnips were gone!

‘Someone ate them?’ asked Derrick.

‘Goodness no!’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Someone had thrown them away. You see, they lived in a very nice neighbourhood. The local council took its responsibilities seriously. They always cleaned up litter straight away. A garbage patrol had spotted the turnips and taken them away to be vegetably destroyed immediately.’

‘How can something be vegetably destroyed?’ asked Derrick.

‘It’s like being humanely destroyed,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Only for vegetables.’

‘What did Hansel and Gretel do?’ asked Samantha.

‘Well, by this stage they were ravenous,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘They hadn’t had a proper meal since their father remarried. And now they hadn’t eaten at all since breakfast the previous day. They were very weak and delirious. They tried to find their way back, but it had been dark when they walked there. They had no idea which path to follow. They stumbled about through the forest all day, only getting more and more lost.’

‘This is dreadful,’ wailed Boris. ‘I can’t bear it, and I’m a bear. So I should be good at bearing.’

‘It was getting late,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘It would not be long until sunset. The children were desperate. They were seriously considering eating bark off a tree. They figured it couldn’t be worse than boiled cabbage. When all of a sudden they caught the whiff of a wonderful smell.’


‘What sort of smell?’ asked Boris. ‘It wasn’t my body odour was it? It’s not my fault if I get sweaty when I’m ballet dancing.’

‘The smell they smelt was gingery,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘And spicy. And bready. They started to rush forward, their weakened limbs propelling them towards the wonderous aroma until they stumbled into a clearing and right in front of them was a gingerbread house.

And I don’t mean the type of gingerbread house you see at Christmas. The type that is about the size of a shoe box and decorated with little lollies all over the roof. No, this was a full-sized eight-bedroom luxury home complete with a swimming pool full of jelly, a fountain of lemonade and a waterfall of chocolate in the back garden. The roof tiles were made of chocolate freckles as big as dinner plates. The windows weren’t made of glass, but multi-coloured boiled lollies. The building frame was made of peppermint sticks as thick as tree trunks. It was the most amazing sight to behold.

‘What did they do?’ asked Samantha.

‘Hansel and Gretel launched themselves at the house with open mouths,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘They starting chomping the walls, guzzling the guttering, licking the doorframes, nibbling the eaves and chewing the window boxes. They ate and guzzled and chomped greedily for hours.’

‘That must have been wonderful,’ said Derrick.

‘It was at the time,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Until the home owner returned.’

‘Was she a witch?’ asked Michael.

‘Why yes she was!’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘How did you know?’


‘Just a guess,’ said Michael. ‘Usually in these stories, a wicked witch turns up eventually.’

‘Oh, well, she wasn’t a wicked witch at all,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘She was a lovely witch. Yes, she had turned a few children into toads, and princesses into narcoleptics. But we’d all do that if we could. No, overall she was a lovely person. She was just coming back from volunteering at the retirement home for old deaf war veterans when she came across the scene. At first she thought an incredibly specific tornado must have hit her home, there was such massive structural damage to the exterior. She had whipped out her phone and was about to call her insurer when she noticed the two piglets lying on the ground.’

‘Why were they lying down?’ asked Samantha.

‘They were exhausted from gluttony,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I’ve always enjoyed gluttony myself. But to be gluttonous requires training. If your digestive muscles aren’t fit enough to handle multiple times your own body weight in sugary food, you need to build yourselves up to that level. Hansel and Gretel were in terrible shape. Their kale-ravaged bodies couldn’t handle it.’

When they spotted the witch, Hansel and Gretel tried to run away. But stupidly they ran into the house. They darted through the living room, down the hall to the kitchen. They knew the witch was close behind them. They needed a place to hide.

Then Hansel had an idea. He threw open the oven. ‘Quick, in here,’ he said. Gretel climbed in with him and they shut the door. The witch ran into the kitchen the next moment.

Now you have to understand, this was a sophisticated witch with a wonderful job as a school Vice Principal. She had a good salary and had invested wisely. As such, she had a lovely kitchen with all the latest appliances. Her stove wasn’t some cast iron lump of metal. It was the very latest Italian design electric oven – with a glass door.

She could clearly see the two vandals, smugly hiding in her own oven. So she decided to teach them a lesson in guest etiquette. She turned the oven on, setting it to 200 degrees for forty-five minutes.

‘That ought to do it,’ said the witch.

‘Were the children all right?’ asked Samantha.

Inside the oven they were actually quite comfortable. There was plenty of space for both of them and it was lovely and warm. But soon it became a little too warm. And then positively hot.

The witch was happily humming to herself as she sliced bread, chopped tomatoes and rinsed lettuce.

‘What was she making?’ asked Derrick.

‘She was making a BLT,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘And Hansel and Gretel were going to be the B.’

‘I don’t understand,’ said Michael.

‘L stands for lettuce, T stands for tomato and B . . .’ Samantha hesitated, because she knew the word she was about to say made Nanny Piggins very angry, ‘. . . stands for . . . bacon.’

‘Now you weak-willed humans like the smell of bacon,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘But you must understand that to a pig it is the most terrifyingly horrific smell of all. And as Hansel and Gretel were curled up in that oven, they began to smell this dreaded stench.

‘Oh my gosh,’ said Hansel. ‘I smell bacon!’


‘No,’ cried Gretel, clutching her trotter to her snout. ‘Where’s it coming from?’

They both sniffed about, and then they realised.

‘It’s coming from us!’

They burst out of the oven and fled as fast at their trotters could carry them. The witch tore after them, firing spells and curses at them as they ran. KAPOW! POW! ZING! But as they ran out the front door, Gretel could not resist pausing for one last bite of the peppermint doorframe.

‘She was being chased by a vengeful witch and she stopped for a snack?’ marvelled Derrick.

‘That snack saved her life,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘She chomped a bite and kept on running. But that one bite compromised the structural integrity of the doorframe just enough to make it collapse. Which made the wall collapse. Which made the entire second-storey rumpus room collapse in on the witch’s head.

Hansel and Gretel ran as fast as they could, stumbling through bushes and around trees until they burst out of the forest. They found their way home and they never ever complained about their stepmother’s cooking again.

‘Because they’d learned their lesson and appreciated healthy food now?’ asked Samantha.

‘No, because while they were away their stepmother had discovered Mexican cuisine,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘She completely gave up tofu, kale and lentils, and every night they had cheese-laden nachos, tacos and burritos instead. So they all lived happily ever after, except for the poor witch, who never could bring herself to trust children again. The end.’
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Never let the truth ruin a good story. If you find the story you are reading is not holding your child’s interest, throw in an outrageous fabrication. For example, while reading Hansel and Gretel, if your little tike starts fiddling with everything in fiddling distance – just casually throw in the detail that the witch in the story was based on their great-aunt *insert name of grumpiest female relative here* Your child will inevitably pepper you with questions from this point onwards. Just keep embellishing the detail. For example,


‘. . . and then Aunt Polly threw Hansel in the oven, which is why she has a Westinghouse fan-forced gas stove – because it can fit quite large children. Have a look for yourself next time we visit her . . .’


Imagining their own great-aunt as a potential mass murderer will keep your children entertained all the way to the end of the story.
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In autumn, if the sun is shining you need to get outside and enjoy it. You never know if this will be the last sunny day before the cold hits and you’ll be stuck wearing coats and beanies for the next four months, regretting that you didn’t soak up every last oscillating light particle you could before it was too cold to appreciate being outside.

So on this day, even though it would have been very lovely to sit inside doing nothing, Mum insisted that they take the dog for a nice long walk.

‘Walk where?’ asked Tammy sceptically. She knew her mother’s wicked ways. She knew Mum was a fitness fanatic who would try and sneak in extra exercise at every available opportunity.

‘Up the hill,’ said Mum, with a gleeful glint in her eye.


‘Not the hill,’ moaned Tammy.

‘But you love the hill,’ said Mum.

‘I hate the hill,’ said Tammy.

‘You haven’t always hated the hill,’ said Mum.

‘I’ve hated it ever since I had a bad back,’ said Tammy.

‘But that’s better now,’ said Mum. ‘Isn’t it?’

‘Yes,’ begrudged Tammy.

‘So now you can really enjoy the hill,’ said Mum.

‘But I don’t want to,’ said Tammy.

‘We so rarely get what we want,’ said Mum, striding towards the base of the hill.

‘I hate you,’ said Tammy.

‘I hate you too,’ said Mum. ‘And by hate, I mean love.’

‘I mean hate,’ said Tammy.

‘Of course you do,’ said Mum with a wink. ‘I know what you mean.’

‘Urgh,’ said Tammy, slouching off in Mum and the dog’s wake.

Soon Tammy did come to enjoy the walk, despite the hill, mainly because she found a long floppy stick that she could swoop around her head. It made a very satisfying whipping noise through the air.

‘That’s caused by air resistance,’ said Mum. ‘You see, this is why we come for walks. You’re not just nearly taking my eye out when you swing that about, you’re also learning science.’

‘I want to hit something with it,’ said Tammy. The fresh air and sunshine was making her giddy with power.

‘You’ve already hit me twice and the dog once,’ said Mum. ‘That’s more than enough hitting for today.’

At this point they came to the bridge over the creek. Of course, you must never cross over a creek without stopping at the middle and looking down into the water. To do so would show a gross lack of romance in your soul and imagination in your brain. Mum and Tammy intuitively knew this, so they both stopped and stared down.

The local council had recently cleaned out all the weeds and the shopping trolleys and the litter, so it looked unusually lovely in the water.

‘It’s nice to see it so clean,’ said Mum.

‘Hmm,’ said Tammy, still thinking about her stick and what she could whack with it.

‘I’d love to see some fish in there,’ said Mum. ‘Perhaps some trout.’

Tammy glanced down. ‘Or some piranha.’

Mum got that gleam in her eye again. You could practically hear her imagination churning over. ‘Now that would be wonderful. But how could it be? Piranha are only found in South America. How could piranha come to be in a little creek in a small town in regional Australia?’

‘Perhaps they got lost,’ suggested Tammy.

‘Or,’ said Mum, ‘perhaps they were on the run, because they’d committed some terrible misdeed.’

‘Like what?’ asked Tammy.

‘Well, piranha have an insatiable appetite for flesh,’ said Mum. ‘Perhaps they ate someone they shouldn’t?’

‘Like who?’ asked Tammy.

‘Perhaps it was a beautiful princess,’ said Mum. ‘It could happen so easily. You know how beautiful princesses always wear such silly frilly dresses. Well, maybe she tripped on the hem of a particularly ridiculous and impractical dress and fell face down in the Amazon River.’


‘As you do,’ said Tammy.

‘Well, you do if you’re an Amazonian princess,’ said Mum. ‘And of course, as soon as she hit the water the piranha could not resist. They had no respect for her designer gown that had been flown out especially all the way from Paris. They gobbled her up before she had the chance to say, “Do you know who I am?”’

‘She would have said it in Brazilian, not English,’ said Tammy.

‘Portuguese,’ said Mum. ‘They speak Portuguese in Brazil. Unless they are Indigenous peoples, in which case she might have spoken in her own native dialect.’

‘She probably couldn’t have spoken at all if she was under the water,’ said Tammy.

‘True, very true,’ said Mum. ‘But having eaten the Princess and taken time to reflect on what they’d done, the piranha would have no doubt come to realise they were going to get in a lot of trouble. People always get very upset when beautiful rich people die unexpectedly. And a lot of people don’t like fish, unless it’s deep fried in batter and served with a lot of salt. So the piranha would have wanted to get as far away as possible. And what could possibly be further away from the Amazon jungle than small-town Australia?’

‘Antarctica,’ said Tammy.

‘They’d never go there,’ said Mum. ‘Too many seals. Seals eat fish. Piranha prefer to be the eater, not the eatee. So, realising what they’d done, they would have gone on the run.’

‘On the swim,’ said Tammy.

‘Yes, on the swim,’ agreed Mum. ‘It would have been a long swim. Down the east coast of South America, past Cape Horn, across the Pacific Ocean, around New Zealand and up whatever river it is that leads to the creek until they arrived here, where finally they would reckon themselves to be safe.’


Mum and Tammy peered down into the water. ‘There wouldn’t be much for a piranha to eat here though.’

‘No,’ agreed Mum.

‘They could eat the bread the old ladies throw to the ducks,’ said Tammy. There were a lot of old ladies in their home town, and they did like to feed the ducks despite lots of signs from the council imploring them not to.

‘Or,’ said Mum, ‘perhaps the piranha teamed up with the ducks. Everyone likes ducks. They could form a symbiotic relationship with the ducks. Each piranha would strap a duck to its head. That way they could swim about the creek without anyone recognising them and reporting their location to the Brazilian royal family. They could eat as much bread as they liked.’

‘Why wouldn’t they just eat the ducks?’ said Tammy.

‘Good point,’ said Mum. ‘Duck is delicious. Especially in pancakes with hoisin sauce. But the piranha would be so terrified of being found by the royal family of Brazil they would need the ducks so they could remain incognito. In exchange for the help of the ducks, the piranha would swear an oath never to eat duck – or any other meat – again. And it would be worth it, because this is such a beautiful town that the piranha would become enchanted with their life here and truly enjoy their friendship with the ducks.’

Tammy nodded. She and Mum stared down into the water, considering the idea.

‘But,’ said Mum, ‘what would happen if one of the boys from next door were to kick his football into the creek.’

‘One of the annoying boys who makes too much noise when you’re trying to work and drives you insane?’ asked Tammy.

‘Yes, one of them,’ said Mum. ‘He’d kick his ball into the creek, and since the creek isn’t very deep he’d think nothing of climbing down the bank and reaching in to get it. But as soon as his hand submerged into the water, the piranha would smell the scent of it and they wouldn’t be able to resist. They’d swoop into a flash of guzzling. The boy would get his ball all right, but he’d lose a hand in the process.’

‘His mum would be cross,’ said Tammy.

‘Very cross,’ said Mum.

‘But of course, he wouldn’t have seen the piranha,’ said Mum. ‘He would have only seen the ducks attached to their heads. He’d tell everyone a flock of ducks had eaten off his hand. No-one would believe him. So the poor boy would be handless and everyone would think he was nutty.

‘And the poor ducks would be mortified,’ said Mum. ‘Even though no-one would believe such a ridiculous story. Old ladies would start to look at them askance and be less forthcoming with their breadcrumbs.’

‘The ducks would be angry with the piranha,’ said Tammy.

‘Yes,’ said Mum. ‘They’d demand that the piranha swear to never do it again. But having had the taste of flesh, even if it was a dirty little boy’s hand, the piranha would now have an insatiable hunger for more.

‘“These breadcrumbs are not our native food,” the piranha would complain.’

‘Mum, you can’t do an accent, it’s racist,’ said Tammy.

‘I know,’ said Mum. ‘But it adds so much to the drama. Besides, have you ever spoken to a piranha? Maybe they do have strange accents.’

‘Not that strange,’ said Tammy.

‘Fair enough,’ said Mum. ‘Anyway, I digress. The piranha would protest that breadcrumbs were not enough, they needed their native food. Now it just so happened that this very same day a catalogue fell into the creek. No doubt littered there by one of the wicked boys.’

‘Or a wicked girl,’ said Tammy.

‘Yes,’ agreed Mum. ‘We must be feminists. It could have been a wicked girl – girls can be degenerates too. And this catalogue was an Aldi catalogue.’

‘Oh no,’ said Tammy. She knew her mother had a great passion for Aldi and the random products she could obtain from the central aisle.

‘As you know, Aldi often has international food on special,’ said Mum. ‘And this week they just happened to have Brazilian food.’

‘What a coincidence,’ said Tammy.

‘So the ducks marched down to Aldi, in a long line as ducks do. The supermarket staff were a little surprised to see them, but they were all on minimum wage so they didn’t feel they were paid enough to show initiative. As long as the ducks didn’t poop on the floor they were prepared to ignore them. The ducks selected every food product imported from Brazil and paid for it with a credit card.’

‘Where did they get a credit card?’ asked Tammy.

‘The creek,’ said Mum. ‘It’s amazing, the things that fall into creeks. Especially if they are thrown there by angry wives trying to get their husbands to stop buying Star Wars memorabilia on eBay . . .

The ducks took all the food back to the creek and presented it to the piranha, saying, ‘Here is your Brazilian food’.

But the piranha were very, very rude and ungrateful. ‘What is this?’ they asked.

‘Brazilian food, quack,’ said the ducks.


‘This is pickles and biscuits,’ said the piranha. ‘This is the not the Brazilian food we eat. When we eat Brazilian we eat Brazilians! Bring us a Brazilian to eat, right now, or tonight we eat duck!’

The ducks were not impressed. They waddled off in a temper. After all they had done for the piranha, it was extremely discourteous. But no-one wants to share a creek with an angry piranha, so they set about looking for a Brazilian. The problem was, this is a small town in regional Australia – we don’t have a lot of South Americans here.’

‘We’ve got none,’ said Tammy.

‘Exactly,’ said Mum. ‘The ducks didn’t know what they were going to do. They didn’t want to go back to the creek, but they didn’t want to go to the city to find a Brazilian either. It was such a long way to go and none of them had driver’s licence.’

‘They could have flown,’ said Tammy.

‘True,’ said Mum. ‘But it’s funny how ducks always forget that they can fly. When they’re crossing the road and car comes along, they never fly away. They only waddle marginally faster. It’s like they’ve got extremely specific amnesia where they totally forget that they are capable of flying thousands of kilometres with geographic precision.’

‘Ducks are complicated,’ said Tammy.

‘Yes,’ said Mum. ‘So these ducks came up with a plan. Since they needed a Brazilian, but they couldn’t find one, they decided to make their own.’

‘What?’ said Tammy.

‘They went back to Aldi and bought a massive block of tofu,’ said Mum. ‘And then, they didn’t know many Brazilians so they carved it into a sculpture of the one Brazilian they knew about. Pele.’


‘Who’s Pele?’ asked Tammy.

‘The greatest soccer player who ever lived,’ said Mum.

‘Really?’ said Tammy.

‘Well, even I’ve heard of him and I’ve got absolutely zero interest in the sport, so he must be famous,’ said Mum.

‘Fair enough,’ said Tammy.

‘So the ducks took this life-size statue of Pele down to the bridge over the creek,’ continued Mum. ‘The piranha were delirious with hunger as soon as they saw him. And because they were so crazed with the prospect of finally getting to eat Brazilian meat they totally didn’t notice that he was grey and made of tofu. “Throw him in, throw him in!” they cried.’

‘Okay,’ said the ducks, ‘You asked for it.’

And they tipped the tofu Pele over the railing. He toppled tofu-head over tofu-heels and landed in the water with a giant splash! In an instant there was a desperate flashing frenzy as the swarm of piranha leapt forward teeth first to devour him. They ate with such desperation and fervour, tofu-Pele was gone in two seconds flat. It was only then that the piranha began to notice the taste in their mouths. The taste of tofu.

‘Uuurrrggh,’ cried one piranha, ‘I think I’m going to be sick. That person tasted disgusting.’

‘Blurgh,’ said another piranha. ‘It tasted like mould and mildew and rotten cactus.’

‘Yuck,’ cried another piranha. ‘I want to pull my tongue out and put it through a dishwasher on the heavy dirt program. That was disgusting.’

This gave the mother duck an idea. ‘Oh dear,’ she said. ‘You have been living here so long. You have lost your taste for meat. It will always taste foul to you from now on. This is what always happens to people who stop eating meat for . . .’ She quickly turned to her oldest duckling and whispered, ‘How long have they been here?’

‘Three weeks,’ said the duckling.

‘For three weeks,’ announced the mother.

‘Urgh,’ said the piranha, ‘what will we do?’

‘Rest assured,’ said the mother duck. ‘While all meat will now be disgusting to you, stale bread and pond weed will still taste like stale bread and pond weed.’

‘But that’s not very nice either,’ said the piranha.

‘But it’s not as gross as that tofu, I mean that Brazilian person you just ate, is it?’ asked the mother duck.

‘Yuck, no,’ agreed the piranha.

‘And so the ducks and the piranha lived happily ever after,’ said Mum. ‘The piranha never ate meat again, and the little boys of the town were much more careful about where they kicked their footballs. And every time you see a duck floating on the creek, just remember, there is a piranha strapped to its bottom. The end.’

‘You’re an idiot,’ said Tammy.

‘You’re an idiot too,’ said Mum. ‘And by idiot, I mean genius.’

‘I mean idiot,’ said Tammy.

‘I know what you mean,’ said Mum. ‘Because great minds think alike.’

‘Urgh,’ groaned Tammy. She went back to whipping her stick and they both ambled home.
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‘Did I ever tell you the story of the time my brother Bramwell decided to become a tailor?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘No,’ said the children.

‘But I thought he was . . .’ Samantha paused as she tried to think of a polite way to put this, but there wasn’t one. ‘I thought he was really, really lazy.’

‘Oh yes,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘There is no pig, or even human, lazier than Bramwell.’

‘Then why did he decide to become a tailor?’ asked Derrick. ‘I’m sure it’s hard work making suits and clothes for people.’

‘Plus, you’d prick yourself all the time with the needle,’ added Michael.


‘You’re quite right, there are so many downsides,’ agreed Nanny Piggins. ‘But you see, Bramwell isn’t just lazy, he’s also ignorant. He didn’t know what a tailor was. He thought it had something to do with tails. And since he had a tail – albeit a small curly one – he thought he was qualified to take on the job.’

‘And he wasn’t?’ asked Michael.

‘Not at all,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘He didn’t know the first thing about sewing, or cloth or sewing cloth.’

‘Being a tailor can’t have gone very well for him then,’ said Derrick.

‘No, it was terrible,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Barely anyone came to buy clothes from him, and those who did immediately rushed to tell their friends to steer away. He soon had absolutely no customers. Which, to be fair, was exactly the way Bramwell liked it – he was content to be completely lazy.’

‘So he lived happily ever after then?’ asked Michael.

‘No, of course not,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘People as lazy and useless as Bramwell never end happily in any story, and particularly not this one.’

‘What went wrong?’ asked Derrick.

‘Well, at the time Bramwell was living in a rather eccentric European kingdom,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘In fact, this kingdom didn’t have just a regular king, they had an emperor!’

‘Gosh,’ said Michael.

‘Exactly,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘You know a fellow really has tickets on himself when being a king isn’t good enough, he decides he’s going to call himself an emperor instead.’

‘Was he a nice emperor?’ asked Samantha.


‘You’re thinking of handsome princes again, aren’t you?’ accused Nanny Piggins.

Samantha blushed.

‘It’s not your fault,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Storybooks are full of them. The poor ugly princes, of which there are a vast many more, never get a mention. Well, this Emperor was not young or handsome. He was middle-aged and overweight. He may have been good-looking at one point but it was SO long ago that nobody remembered.’

‘Oh dear,’ said Michael.

‘But the really sad part was he didn’t know,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Because he was the Emperor and everybody he met all day long always flattered him and paid him outrageous compliments about how splendid he was. And he was such a fool he believed them. He sincerely believed that all the women were in love with him and all the men were in awe of his manly athleticism. In fact, that became a burden in its own right.

You see he was so convinced that everyone adored him that he thought it was very important to maintain high standards with his appearance. He would spend hours styling his hair, ages choosing what to wear and many a secret minute practising impressive facial expressions in the mirror. He barely had any time to run the country, he was so consumed with the massive task of being deeply impressive at all times.

‘But how did this involve Bramwell?’ asked Derrick, trying to get his nanny back on track.

‘I’m getting to that,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘The Emperor’s birthday was coming up. And every year on his birthday there would be a majestic parade down the main street and across the grand square in the centre of town. Every citizen in the land would come to see him. They always did. He thought it was because he was so impressive. In reality it was just because there was terrible television reception in this kingdom and there was nothing else to do.

Anyway, the Emperor thought it was vitally important that for the occasion he should wear the finest clothes he had ever owned, that way he could really dazzle the people and make them even more grateful he was their Emperor. So he called upon the best tailor in the whole land.

‘And that was Bramwell?’ asked Derrick.

‘Goodness no!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘He was a marvellously talented man called Steve. Steve crafted a wonderful handsome suit and presented it to the Emperor. The Emperor tried it on and he was not happy.’

‘Why?’ asked Michael.

‘The suit was comfortable, it looked good,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘But when the Emperor tried it on, he thought he looked a little bit pudgy. So he fired that tailor and ordered the second best tailor in the all the land to come and make him a suit.’

‘And that was Bramwell?!’ asked Michael.

‘Gosh, heaven forbid,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘No, the second tailor was Brian, and he was marvellously talented too. He soon whipped up a dazzling tuxedo that made the Emperor look very dashing. It was comfortable, the material was the finest in the land, but when the Emperor looked in the mirror he thought he still looked a little bit pudgy.

Now I will stop here and explain, because I don’t want you to think badly of Steve or Brian. They tried their hardest and they were talented men. The reason that the Emperor looked a little pudgy in the mirror was because he was very, very, very pudgy, and there is only so much a new suit can do to hide that.

But the Emperor was vain, and as dim as the ceiling light in a car that has had its headlights left on all night. He tried again and again and again . . . until he worked his way through every tailor in the entire kingdom and he came to the absolute very worst.

‘And that was Bramwell?’ guessed Samantha.

‘Yes,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘The one thing my brother truly excels at is incompetence. But, to be fair to Bramwell, he is well aware of his incompetence. So when he was summoned before the Emperor he was quite terrified.

He hoped that the Emperor was summoning him to punish him in some way. He did wicked immoral things all the time, so the Emperor could have got wind of any them. Perhaps he would be banished for parking his bicycle in the disabled parking space so he wouldn’t have to exhaust himself walking too far to the supermarket front door. Or he’d been caught out on a CCTV camera stealing candy from a baby while its mother was looking the other way.

‘I thought it was meant to be easy stealing candy from a baby?’ said Michael.


‘Oh, it is,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘The hard part is getting the baby to shut up long enough to make your getaway. So Bramwell was desperately hoping he was going to be punished for something wicked. His worst nightmare would be if the Emperor asked him to actually make clothes.

But of course, his worst nightmare was about to come true. Two guards, armed with pikes (they’re sort of long knifey, sticky things that look very painful) marched Bramwell through the palace, across the grand entrance hall, up the great staircase and along the imperial corridor. Bramwell, as you know, is not a fit pig, so he was gasping for breath and practically on the verge of a heart attack when he was finally led into the Emperor’s throne room.

‘Pig,’ said the Emperor, because he wasn’t just vain, he was also rude. ‘I command you to make me the finest suit in all the land.’

Bramwell wasn’t sure how to respond to this so he simply gasped, ‘Okay.’

One of the guards poked him hard in the foot with the stump of his pike. ‘Ow,’ said Bramwell, before remembering his manners. ‘Okay, your majesty.’

He bowed so low his snout touched the floor. This was evidently all the instruction he would get because the guards led him away, back along the corridor, down the stairs and across the entrance. Bramwell was soon standing in the courtyard feeling very confused.

‘Oi,’ called a man behind him. It was the prime minister, the man in charge of making sure all the Emperor’s pronouncements actually happened. ‘He needs the suit by tomorrow.’


‘What?!’ exclaimed Bramwell. ‘That doesn’t give me much time.’

‘Well, you’re the fifty-seventh tailor he’s tried,’ said the PM. ‘Here . . .’ He threw a velvet sack to Bramwell. Bramwell of course didn’t catch it because he had no hand-eye coordination, but when he picked it up from the cobblestones he soon saw that it was brimming with gold coins.

‘What’s this for?’ asked Bramwell.

‘Buying the cloth to make the robes,’ explained the prime minister. ‘You’ll get ten times that in payment if you get the job done right.’

Bramwell was speechless with delight. The bag contained a fortune. But with ten fortunes he could do so much.

‘He could help the needy,’ said Samantha.

‘He could save for his future,’ said Derrick.

‘He could buy a cool car,’ said Michael.

‘Yes, but this was Bramwell,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘And Bramwell is a Piggins, so when he thought of what he could do with ten fortunes his mind immediately went to chocolate. With that much money, he could do more than buy a lifetime’s supply. He could buy a whole chocolate factory and make a lifetime’s supply every single day, and best of all – he could eat it all himself without selling any to any customers. Bramwell was delirious with joy. It was such a wonderful prospect. Just thinking about all that chocolate made him hungry.

Now normally when Bramwell was hungry he had no money, so all he could do was go around the back of restaurants and fossick through their rubbish looking for scraps. But right now he had a whole purse full of gold. He could actually buy himself proper chocolate that wasn’t even past its use-by date yet.

‘But he needed that money to buy cloth for the Emperor’s robes,’ said Samantha.

‘My dear girl,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘You are thinking like a human. No pig thinks like that. When a pig thinks “chocolate”, every other thought, rational or irrational alike, is wiped from their mind and their entire being becomes totally focused in like a laser on achieving that one goal – shoving chocolate in their mouth. So, with a spring in his step, Bramwell made his way to the nearest chocolate shop.’ Nanny Piggins paused.

‘What happened next?’ asked Derrick.

Nanny Piggins didn’t speak, she just shook her head.

‘Come on, Nanny Piggins, tell us,’ urged Michael.

Nanny Piggins dabbed a tear from her eye, ‘I can’t. You are too young to hear. It was horrific. Gross. Disgusting. Your minds are too pure to be sullied by the imagery. I dare not describe to you the events of that night. But suffice it to say, when Bramwell awoke the following morning, he found himself lying in the gutter outside the chocolate shop, chocolate stains all over his face, body and clothing, and covered in scraps of candy wrappers. He was such a disgusting sight, and stench, that even the rats skirted around him as they scurried about the alley.’

‘And the money?’ asked Samantha.

‘Gone. All gone,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘In fact, he owed the chocolate shopkeeper hundreds more gold coins, because at one stage he had managed to smash through the shop’s window while grabbing to snatch a particularly delicious-looking chocolate bar out of another customer’s hand.’

‘What about the robes?’ asked Derrick. ‘Had he started work on the Emperor’s robes?’

‘Hah,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘He didn’t even have his own robes anymore. When he ran out of gold he swapped his own jacket and pants for a bite of a child’s Milky Way bar. He was destitute, dressed in his underwear and about to get in a lot of trouble with the most powerful man in the kingdom.’

‘Did he run away?’ asked Michael.

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Bramwell was too lazy to run anywhere. He trudged dejectedly back to his home, put on his next-door neighbour’s clothes – which, incidentally, is why you should never leave your laundry out on the line overnight if you live next to an immoral pig – and made his way back to the palace.

The guards led him across the entrance, up the stairs and along the corridor. The whole time Bramwell felt sicker and sicker. And not just because he’d eaten several times his own body weight in chocolate, but because he was seriously worried how much trouble he was about to get into. The guards threw open the doors of the throne room and Bramwell was face to face with the Emperor.

‘Well,’ said the Emperor, ‘where are they?’

Now Bramwell is never honest even at the best of times, so there was no way he was going to start now. When asked, ‘Where are they?’, the last thing he would dream of saying was the truth, ‘They’re not here’. So his brain automatically came up with the opposite of the truth. He said, ‘Here.’

‘Where?’ asked the Emperor, feeling confused.

Bramwell held his hand palm up in front of him and said, ‘Right here.’

Bramwell assumed that the Emperor would have him immediately arrested and dragged off to some dank dungeon to be tortured, perhaps by being forced to listen to German opera while eating brussels sprouts. But instead, there was a look of confusion on the Emperor’s face. And nothing gladdens the heart of an accomplished liar like the sight of confusion. Bramwell knew he was in. He took his simple little falsehood and he began to weave a tapestry of deceit.

‘Why it’s here in my arms,’ said Bramwell. ‘It’s so silky and luxurious in the light that it looks nothing like any other cloth.’

Which was actually true. It was nothing like any other cloth, because it didn’t exist.

‘Oh yes,’ continued Bramwell. ‘Only the cleverest people can see it.’

‘Really?’ said the Emperor. Of course, he didn’t want to admit that he wasn’t clever, so he said, ‘Yes, it’s lovely. A very pleasing appearance.’

‘Indeed,’ said Bramwell. ‘And so smooth to touch, feel it for yourself. Go on, your majesty. Touch it.’

The Emperor leaned forward and tentatively poked the air between Bramwell’s hands.

‘I can’t feel anything!’ exclaimed the Emperor.

‘Exactly,’ said Bramwell. ‘The cloth is so fine. It’s made of silk from only the best-looking silkworms in the world. It’s practically weightless.’

Which was also close to the truth. The truth was it was entirely weightless.

‘Only people with good judgement can feel it,’ added Bramwell.

‘Indeed?’ said the Emperor. He didn’t want anyone to think he didn’t have good judgement. ‘Yes, yes, very smooth and fine. I feel it now.’

‘But to appreciate it you need to wear it,’ said Bramwell. ‘When it is against your skin, this cloth is so light and airy, you feel like you’re barely wearing anything at all. Try it on.’

‘You’re kidding,’ said Derrick. ‘Surely he wouldn’t fall for that?’

‘Of course he would,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Never underestimate the vanity of a vain person. Especially when they are a member of a royal family and they’re suffering under the delusion that their vanity is entirely justified.’

So the Emperor stepped behind a screen, took off the robes he was wearing and put on the robes Bramwell had made. Then he stepped out from behind the screen.

‘And he was naked!’ exclaimed Michael.

‘Yes,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Didn’t someone say something?’ asked Samantha.

‘No,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘You see, everyone else in the room was motivated by conflicting factors. The two guards standing closest were trying not to be ill because he really did look unsightly in the nude.

The prime minister didn’t say anything because the Emperor had forgotten to buy him a Christmas present seventeen years in a row and he had been holding a grudge that whole time.

The courtiers were desperately trying not to laugh.

And the Emperor’s court advisors didn’t want to sound like idiots, claiming that his robes didn’t exist when everyone else seemed to think they did. So, altogether, no-one said anything.

And at that moment, the clock began to strike. BONG, BONG, BONG . . .

‘Ah,’ said the Emperor. ‘It is time for my procession. Guards, open the great doors!’

And so the Emperor went to meet his people. The main square was packed full. The crowd fell away, leaving a path for him. The Emperor stepped out into the sunshine. The people gasped and dropped their eyes. His chest swelled with pride. They were even more awed than usual at the sight of him. The Emperor strode forward, daintily stepping his way across the square.

‘And he was completely naked the whole time?’ confirmed Michael.

‘The only thing he wore was the seventy-two-carat gold crown upon his head,’ said Nanny Piggins.

As he passed among them, the crowd shuffled back. The Emperor liked this mark of respect. He proudly held his chin high and gave the smallest nods of acknowledgement to the crowd.

When a pretty young maid cringed and looked away, he smiled smugly that he had rendered her awestruck.

He made it all the way to the very centre of the great square when a little girl, who was below average height and so hadn’t seen the Emperor until that moment, suddenly let out a loud yelp of shock. ‘Wah!’ she cried. ‘Mummy, that man is in the nudey. He is a naughty, naughty man!’

The Emperor looked down and suddenly had a terrible realisation. The silky, lighter-than-air robes were not silky or light at all. He had been tricked.

Now that the little girl had pointed it out, everyone else thought it was safe to respond. The entire crowd burst out laughing. Great heaving guffaws, chortles and gasping breaths as all the people roared with hilarity greater than they had ever known.

The Emperor was utterly embarrassed for about half a nano-second, and then that embarrassment transformed into rage. ‘Where is the tailor?’ demanded the Emperor. He spun around just in time to see Bramwell’s curly tail disappearing across the square. The Emperor took off sprinting after him. He ran and he ran, determined to catch Bramwell and punish him thoroughly.

‘Poor Bramwell,’ said Samantha. ‘I know he’s wicked and lazy, but the Emperor must have done something dreadful to him when he got hold of him.’

‘The Emperor never caught him,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Because my brother has only one true talent – his ability to run away. The Emperor chased him through the city for hours, then out into the farmlands surrounding the city for days. And finally across the woods and mountains for weeks. But having consumed so much chocolate during his night of gluttony, Bramwell was full of energy and he just kept running and running. Thus the Emperor never caught him.

When the Emperor finally trudged back to town, months later and still completely naked, he was utterly dejected and humbled. He had been humiliated in front of his people and outrun by a pig. He was despondent.

He just wanted to slink back into the city, hide in his castle and sulk for a good many years. But as he passed in through the city gates, he was spotted immediately and a cry went out. ‘The Emperor has returned!’ People burst out of houses and shops to see. The Emperor held his head high and walked through the crowd. He was ashamed, but he didn’t want his people to see it. He just wanted to get back to his castle. But as he made his way through the streets he heard a voice say, ‘Check him out, isn’t he a hottie?’

The Emperor looked about to see who the voice was talking about and spotted an incredibly athletic, wiry, sun-tanned man nearby. Then he realised that it wasn’t just any man. It was his own reflection in a window.

You see, chasing Bramwell across the countryside for weeks had been fantastic exercise. The Emperor wasn’t pudgy any more. He was muscly. And living off the land, drinking water from mountain streams and eating the vegetables and mushrooms he could find had made his skin healthier and his hair shiny. He had been transformed into an Adonis.

From that day forth,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘The Emperor was a humbler and genuinely good-looking man. The people adored him and he lived happily ever after.’


‘Thanks to Bramwell,’ concluded Samantha.

‘I wouldn’t go that far,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘What happened to Bramwell?’ asked Michael. ‘Did he get thin and athletic too from all the running?’

‘Of course not,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘He hid in a cave on the first day, letting the Emperor run past. Then slowly ambled over to the next town, where he decided to become a candlestick maker. So they all lived happily ever after, except for Bramwell, who was soon run out of that town in the great blackout of the following month. The end. Time for bed.’
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‘Ah, there you are!’ exclaimed Binky.

Melanie and Friday turned to see Binky Pelly, Melanie’s older brother, jogging towards them. He was a tall, strong boy and always very amiable, if not quick witted.

‘Hello, Binky,’ said Melanie. ‘Were you looking for us?’

‘Well, it’s nice to see you, Mel,’ said Binky. ‘But I was actually looking for Friday. I’ve got myself in a spot of bother.’

‘Again?’ asked Melanie sympathetically.

Binky nodded. ‘I’ve been accused of cheating in an exam. There is a meeting with the Headmaster at 2 o’clock to decide whether or not I’m going to be suspended.’

‘Did you cheat?’ asked Friday.

‘Goodness no,’ said Binky. ‘I wouldn’t know how to go about it. I suppose I could write notes on my palm. But my palms always sweat so much during an exam they’d just come right off.’

‘Who’s accusing you?’ asked Friday.

‘That’s just the thing,’ said Binky. ‘Mr Colpo, the physics teacher, didn’t have a problem with my result. But when the head of the science department found out what I’d scored, he accused me of cheating.’

‘What did you get?’ asked Friday.

‘One hundred per cent,’ said Binky. ‘I got every answer right.’

‘How on earth did that happen?’ asked Melanie. ‘Are you secretly good at physics?’

‘Gosh, not at all,’ said Binky. ‘I never would have agreed to study the subject if I’d known what it was all about.’

‘What did you think physics was about?’ asked Friday.

‘On the subject selection form they gave us, when I read “physics” I just assumed it was an abbreviation for “physical education”,’ said Binky. ‘I like that. I’m much better at running around catching things than I am at understanding the fundamental laws of science.’

‘Ironically, ball sports involve an enormous amount of practically applied physics,’ said Friday. ‘So you actually instinctively understand the subject better than you realise.’

‘I do?’ said Binky. ‘That’s nice. Thanks Friday. I feel rather chuffed to know that.’

‘Well done, Binky,’ said Melanie, who was very fond of her brother.

‘Hey, you don’t think I’m so good that I actually got all the answers right because I knew what I was doing?’ asked Binky.

‘I wouldn’t go that far,’ said Friday. ‘Mr Colpo sets notoriously difficult physics exams. He almost caught me out with one of his questions until I realised he’d made a typo and he meant “f” when he typed “e”. Which would have been disastrous in reality because force would have been energy – a totally different thing. But what’s one mis-typed letter between lovers of physics when everything is comfortably theoretical.’

‘I’m afraid I didn’t follow a word you’ve said,’ said Binky.

‘My fault, I digressed,’ said Friday. ‘Tell me, what sort of exam was it?’

‘There’s only one kind, isn’t there?’ said Binky. ‘A horrible one.’

‘No, I mean was it a practical exam, essay, short answer or multiple choice?’ asked Friday.

‘Oh, multiple choice,’ said Binky. ‘Which is always my favourite. I like colouring in the little ovals. I find it very satisfying, reminds me of kindergarten.’

‘Then it could have been luck,’ said Friday. ‘Perhaps, through sheer chance, you guessed all the correct answers.’

‘How many questions were there on the paper?’ asked Melanie.

‘Twenty,’ said Binky.

‘How many do you think you got right through knowing the answer?’ asked Friday.

‘Absolutely none,’ said Binky. ‘I couldn’t understand a word of it. The language was all gobbledegook to me. And when I could understand the words, I couldn’t understand why anyone would be interested in the answer. There were all these questions about trains travelling at different speeds in different directions and where they would end up at certain times. I mean if I wanted to know that I wouldn’t do a sum. I’d just go and ask the stationmaster.’

‘Very wise,’ nodded Melanie.

‘How did all the other students go?’ asked Friday.


‘About what you’d expect,’ said Binky. ‘Most people got between about four and seventeen answers right.’

‘Except you,’ said Melanie.

‘Me and Henrietta Callow,’ said Binky.

‘What did she get?’ asked Friday.

‘Twenty out of twenty as well,’ said Binky.

‘Was she sitting next to you?’ asked Friday. ‘Did she copy your paper?’

‘No, she was on the far side of the room towards the front,’ said Binky. ‘There’s no way she could have seen anything on my desk.’

‘Did you copy her?’ asked Melanie. ‘Obviously not meaning to, but perhaps the exam was so boring you fell asleep and did a little sleep walking.’

‘Nothing of the kind,’ said Binky. ‘Although I did see Henrietta nod off for a while, but she definitely didn’t walk anywhere.’

‘And they think she cheated too?’ asked Friday.

‘Mr Breznev, the head of science, is sure of it,’ said Binky. ‘She’s not as dim as me but she’s much lazier. There’s no way she’d get all those answers right through hard work and understanding.’

‘I want to see the paper,’ said Friday. ‘There must be an explanation for these peculiarly exemplary results.’
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Mr Breznev was not happy to see Friday. The only thing a teacher hated more than a dim student was one who was brighter than them.

‘What do you want, Miss Barnes?’ asked Mr Breznev. ‘And why are the two Pellys here?’


‘I’d like to see the physics paper that Binky is accused of cheating on,’ said Friday.

‘Accused?’ said Mr Breznev. ‘So you think I’m a liar?’

‘That is quite the leap in reasoning,’ said Friday. ‘I would expect better from a scientist. There are a wide variety of possibilities that would allow for Binky to not have cheated and you to not have lied.’

‘So you’re not calling me a liar,’ said Mr Breznev. ‘But you are saying I have poor scientific thinking?’

Melanie leaned closer to Friday and said, ‘I think you’re getting off on the wrong foot.’

‘I’m not saying you’re incapable of scientific reasoning,’ said Friday. ‘I’m saying your emotions currently seem to be clouding your scientific reasoning.’

‘Is she helping my case?’ Binky asked Melanie.

‘Not yet,’ said Melanie.

‘I’m not showing a year 7 girl an exam paper just so she can undermine my discipline,’ said Mr Breznev.

‘But if you’re wrong,’ said Friday, ‘surely you’d like to know.’

‘Actually I don’t think he would,’ said Melanie. ‘No-one ever likes knowing that.’

‘Just get out, all three of you,’ said Mr Breznev. ‘And don’t think you can get away with your rudeness. I’m going to send a note to the Headmaster detailing your behaviour.’

‘Oh, the Headmaster is well aware of how rude Friday is,’ said Melanie.

‘Get out!’ said Mr Breznev.
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‘That didn’t go well,’ said Friday as they stepped out into the corridor.

‘I don’t know,’ said Binky, ‘I’m grateful that you took some of the heat off me by getting yourself in trouble.’

‘Don’t worry,’ said Melanie. ‘Friday rubs people up the wrong way all the time, but she always figures it all out in the end . . . After she’s hurt everyone’s feelings.’

‘You know, if all you want is a copy of the exam paper,’ said Binky, ‘I’ve got one. But I don’t know what the answers are meant to be, because I handed in my answer sheet.’

‘That’s all right,’ said Friday. ‘If you show me the paper I’ll be able to work that out.’
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Friday and Melanie went with Binky back to his room. Because he was in year 12, he had a room to himself. It was surprisingly neat and well ordered.

‘I hadn’t expected you to be so tidy, Binky,’ observed Friday.

‘I have to be,’ said Binky. ‘Got a terrible memory. I can’t remember where anything is otherwise.’

Binky went over to the desk and dug out a purple folder. ‘Purple is for physics because they both start with “p”,’ said Binky. He opened the folder, fished out the exam paper and handed it to Friday.

She scanned the first few pages. ‘This looks like fun. There are some nice tricky questions here.’

Friday took a pen out of her pocket and sat down at Binky’s desk. ‘Just give a minute to jot out the answers.’

‘A minute?’ said Binky. ‘It was a two-hour exam. You’ll never get it done in a minute.’


Friday had already tuned Binky, indeed the world, out. She was one hundred per cent concentrated on something she knew so well – the realm of physics. Mr Colpo’s questions were actually a lot more challenging that she had expected. Most of them required a university-level understanding of the subject. And several of them would have stumped doctoral candidates. So it actually took Friday seven minutes to complete the paper.

‘I’m surprised,’ said Friday. ‘It’s crazy that the teacher set such a hard paper.’

‘Mr Colpo has been rather down lately,’ said Binky. ‘He’s been sighing a lot and staring out the window, and not yelling at me nearly as much as he used to.’

‘I hate to interrupt,’ said Melanie, ‘but Binky’s meeting with the Headmaster starts in two minutes.’

‘Gosh,’ said Binky. ‘I’ll have to run.’

‘No running,’ said Friday. ‘I hate running.’

‘You’re coming with me?’ asked Binky.

‘Of course,’ said Friday. ‘I’m going to prove your innocence.’

‘How?’ asked Binky.

‘There’s no time for me to explain,’ said Friday. ‘And there’s no way I can talk and run, so I’ll tell you when we get there.’

One minute and fifty seconds later, Binky, Melanie and Friday burst into the Headmaster’s office. Binky had had to drag the girls most of the way. He’d actually ended up picking Melanie up because he realised that would be much quicker.

‘What is she doing here?’ the Headmaster demanded as he glared at Friday, while she slumped against the doorframe, desperately trying to catch her breath.

‘Insufferable!’ exclaimed Mr Breznev. ‘I’ve already reprimanded her once for impertinence today.’


‘Binky didn’t do it,’ gasped Friday.

‘He most certainly did,’ said Mr Breznev ‘It is a very simple computer program that marks these papers. He got every single answer right.’

‘I know,’ said Friday. ‘But he didn’t cheat.’

‘How can you say that,’ said Mr Breznev. ‘Unless he had a brain transplant it’s impossible.’

‘No, you have to imagine you’re Binky,’ said Friday.

‘Perish the thought,’ muttered the Headmaster.

‘Imagine you are sitting in a two-hour exam,’ said Friday. ‘You have the questions in front of you and when you start reading them you realise you don’t even understand the words, let alone what they’re asking. What would you do?’

‘I wouldn’t know. I’ve never been in that position,’ said Mr Breznev snidely.

‘I’m in that situation all the time,’ said Melanie. ‘What I do is guess. When it’s a multiple choice exam you’re bound to get some guesses right. So your mark won’t look too bad.’

‘Exactly,’ said Friday. ‘Now Binky may be a little slow, but he is very organized. So in a two-hour exam with twenty questions he would know that he has six minutes per question. He would have tried for six minutes with each one before giving up and making a guess.’

‘Yes, that’s what my remedial tutor always taught me to do,’ said Binky.

‘Did your remedial tutor ever give you any advice on which letter to guess in a multiple choice?’ asked Friday.

‘Yes he did,’ said Binky. ‘He said if you’re going to guess, always guess the same letter – then you’ll definitely get some right. If you guess randomly from all the alternatives, it is statistically possible to guess them all wrong.’


‘And that is where the problem occurred,’ said Friday. ‘Because I did the exam myself.’ Friday turned to Mr Colpo, ‘Congratulations by the way, Mr Colpo, it was genuinely challenging. That question about quasars in a time machine would have challenged the lateral thinking of some of the world’s leading physicists –’

‘Where is this going?’ interrupted the Headmaster. He had long ago grown tired of Friday’s longwinded and theatrical explanations.

‘When I did the exam,’ said Friday, ‘I discovered that every correct answer was option “c”. So by guessing “c” for every question, Binky got every question right.’

‘Is this true?’ asked Mr Breznev, turning on Mr Colpo. ‘Did you really set an exam paper where every answer was the letter “c”.’

‘I don’t know,’ said Mr Colpo. He had slumped even lower in his chair. ‘I suppose so. I wasn’t feeling very inspired the day I wrote it.’

‘The “c”s are only one part of what intrigues me about this case. The other curious thing is – why set such an impossibly high-standard exam?’ asked Friday. ‘What were you trying to prove?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Mr Colpo. ‘I was just trying to make it fun.’

‘I don’t want to upset you, sir,’ said Binky, ‘but I don’t think any of the students, even the brainy ones, found it fun.’

‘I don’t think Mr Colpo was thinking about the students, Binky,’ said Friday. ‘I think Mr Colpo was trying to cheer himself up.’

Mr Colpo stared at his shoes.

‘You’re not really enjoying your job here as a teacher are you, Mr Colpo?’ said Friday. ‘Do you struggle to get out of bed in the morning? Do you dread stepping into the classroom? Do you feel like a crushing weight of rocks is pressing down on your chest at all times?’

Mr Colpo didn’t look up, but he nodded.

‘Big deal,’ said Mr Breznev. ‘All teachers feel like that all the time.’

‘They do when they work for a head of department who is a bully,’ said Friday. ‘In a school that degenerated into a shambles when all the teachers were fired, then re-hired only to be harassed by a Vice Principal who was conspiring to run the school into the ground.’

‘What do you propose we do?’ said the Headmaster. ‘Do I need to fire Mr Colpo for writing a ludicrously over-ambitious exam paper?’

‘No, you should send him on a two-week holiday,’ said Friday. ‘Mr Colpo obviously needs cheering up. Perhaps somewhere with a beach?’

Mr Colpo burst into tears. ‘I’d really like that. I’ve been feeling so worn down.’

‘There, there, Mr Colpo,’ said Melanie, patting him on the shoulder. ‘Friday will sort things out for you.’

‘I can’t send a teacher on a holiday!’ said the Headmaster. ‘If the rest of the staff finds out they’ll all want to go.’

‘Then say you’re sending him on a training program,’ said Friday. ‘There’s no way they’ll be jealous of that.’

‘There’s no money in the budget for sending tired staff on vacation,’ said the Headmaster.

‘He could go and stay at our family’s summer house,’ said Melanie. ‘It’s a lovely spot right on the beach. It’s got eight bedrooms, nine bathrooms and a heated pool, so Mr Colpo would be comfortable.’


‘And Marta, the housekeeper, would love the company,’ said Binky. ‘She likes cooking for people. Ask her to make you her quesadillas.’

Mr Colpo was actually looking up and starting to smile now. ‘Thank you, thank you so much,’ he gushed.

‘I haven’t agreed to this yet,’ blustered the Headmaster.

‘I refuse to allow a member of my staff to abscond like this,’ said Mr Breznev.

‘I suppose you could refuse to allow Mr Colpo to have a holiday,’ said Friday. ‘But it would be much cheaper and easier than facing a workplace dispute tribunal and explaining the archaic management practices at this school.’

The Headmaster sighed. ‘I should get to go to a tribunal to complain about being bullied by you, Barnes.’

‘I’m sorry to hear you feel that way,’ said Friday. ‘Morale is really at an all-time low here at Highcrest. You should look at doing something to remedy the broader problem. Otherwise more teachers and students will start acting out.’

‘All right,’ said the Headmaster. ‘Colpo can have his holiday at the Pelly beach house, if that is really all right with their parents.’

‘Goody!’ said Melanie. ‘Don’t worry, Mr Colpo, we’ll take care of you. I’ll arrange to have Daddy’s helicopter pick you up first thing in the morning.’

‘And Mr Breznev,’ continued Headmaster. He glared hard at his head of science. ‘Your staff are human beings, not fruit flies on a petri dish. Please treat them with empathy and respect. Persuading young science graduates to come and teach at a school in the middle of nowhere adjacent to a swamp is not as easy as you might think.’
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Give up and read to the dog. He loves you more than the children do anyway. If you don’t have a dog, buy one – they’re great.
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‘Once upon a time, a princess was born and she was the most beautiful baby anyone had ever seen,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘I thought you didn’t approve of superficial judgements based on appearances,’ said Derrick.

‘I don’t,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘For humans. Humans have so many other features you can judge them on. Like whether they’re a great big galoot, or a really aggravating nincompoop. Physical appearance should never come into your judgement of a person.’

‘But wasn’t this princess a person?’ asked Michael.

‘No,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I said she was the most beautiful baby anyone had ever seen.’


The children just stared at their nanny. Their brows creased as they struggled to follow her reasoning.

‘So, naturally, she was a pig,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Oooh,’ said the children, finally catching on.

‘Her eyes twinkled, her skin glistened and her cute little trotters wiggled,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘She looked good enough to . . .’

‘Eat?’ suggested Derrick.

‘How dare you!’ denounced Nanny Piggins. ‘We will have no talk of eating bacon or pork in this house.’

‘Sorry, Nanny Piggins,’ apologised Derrick.

‘She looked good enough to cuddle,’ said Nanny Piggins, giving Derrick one last firm glare.

‘The King and Queen were incredibly proud,’ continued Nanny Piggins. ‘They wanted to show off their baby to everyone. So they threw a party. Obviously, they were hoping to get really good gifts, so they had to be careful about the guest list.’

‘What do you mean?’ asked Samantha.

‘Well, every family has those delinquent relatives who give terrible gifts,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘The cheap ones, who give you a second-hand book off their own bookshelf, or worse, the ones who buy a goat for a poor child in Africa.’

‘It’s nice to help poor people in Africa,’ said Samantha.

‘But I want a goat too!’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Give them goats on their own birthdays. On my birthday, I want my own goat!’

They had clearly stumbled onto a sensitive subject for Nanny Piggins, so Derrick encouraged her to move the story along.

‘So they invited nice guests,’ prompted Derrick.


‘Yes,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘They invited all the fairies in the land. Which was very clever, when you think about it, because fairies are magical. They’re not going to get you some lousy gift card to the nearest stationery shop. They’ll magic up something really good.

And the King and Queen were one hundred per cent correct. As the fairies arrived, they were all so enchanted by the beautiful little baby piglet that they magicked up the best presents they could imagine. Dancing slippers that would make her a spectacular ballerina. A comb that would make her hair perfect every single day, even if she forgot to wash it for three weeks. A pure white pony that picked up its own poo and smelled of lavender bath salts. The King and Queen were over the moon. Their plan was working brilliantly, until an uninvited guest arrived. She was . . . a bad fairy.

‘I didn’t know there was such a thing as bad fairies,’ said Michael.

‘Yes, you don’t hear about them as much,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Because they’re too cheap and miserly to pay for a publicist.’

‘What do bad fairies do?’ asked Samantha.

‘Well, you know how good fairies give children money in exchange for teeth,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Yes,’ said the children.

‘It’s disgusting and unhygienic and I’m pretty sure it must violate about a hundred medical waste disposal regulations,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘And just think, they are the good fairies, the ones who take children’s teeth. So the bad ones are really, really bad.’

‘How bad?’ asked Derrick.


‘Have you ever been walking along when suddenly you trip, and when you look down there’s nothing there?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

The children nodded.

‘That is the work of a bad fairy,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘They use magic to lift up paving stones then pull them back down again to make people think they are too stupid to walk.’

‘That’s not too bad,’ said Michael.

‘Not too bad!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘Do you know how many wrists get broken worldwide as the result of people tripping over nothing?’

‘A lot?’ guessed Samantha.

‘Seventy-eight thousand in the last year alone,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘And the worst part is, they enjoy it. These bad fairies love the sound of bones cracking, flesh squelching and people sobbing in pain. It’s music to their ears. So, as you can imagine, not ideal guests at a christening party.’

‘And because she had not been invited, this bad fairy was in a very bad mood,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘She spat in the punch bowl, knocked the cucumber sandwiches on the floor and purposefully stood on the Queen’s toe, which was just spiteful because the Queen had a corn on that toe so it really hurt. Just when the King and Queen thought things couldn’t get any worse, the bad fairy spotted the baby.

‘Let me see the little weeny baby,’ cried the bad fairy.

‘You won’t hurt her, will you?’ asked the Queen nervously. She desperately wanted to throw the fairy out, but when the guards saw that the fairy was stomping on toes, they had all pretended they needed to go to the toilet at once so she wouldn’t stomp on theirs.


‘I won’t hurt the icky bitty baby,’ said the bad fairy. ‘I just want to give her a present.’

Common sense should have told the King and Queen to forget it,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘They should have crash-tackled the bad fairy right then and there and dragged her out of the castle themselves. But the problem was, the King and Queen were greedy. Like many people who are incredibly rich and have everything, they only wanted more. They knew better than anybody how lovely it was to have lovely things. As soon as they heard the word “present”, they wanted that present. After all, the bad fairy had already spat in the punch bowl, so they felt they had earned a present from her.

‘All right then,’ said the Queen.

The bad fairy made her way over to the basinet and peered inside at the perfectly perfect little bundle of cuteness. The beautiful baby looked up at her wicked face, and because babies have no ability to control depth perception at that age, she smiled. The bad fairy smiled back, but hers was a nasty smile. The smile of someone about to do something unfathomably naughty.

‘I curse you. Just one prick of your skin will make you fall into a deep sleep for one hundred years!’ said the bad fairy.

Everyone was shocked and horrified. The bad fairy cackled evilly and disappeared in a puff of smoke.

The King and Queen did not know what to do. They may have been silly, but they loved their baby so much. They had to protect her. They ordered that all needles and pins be removed from the castle.


But they still lay awake at night worrying, so they also ordered that all needles and pins should be banished from the entire city and, after that, the whole kingdom.

People’s pants were falling down everywhere. Socks were full of holes and no shirt had more than half its buttons because no-one could do any sewing.

But the baby was all right. And the people didn’t mind their pants falling down and their shirts flapping open, because the baby grew up to be so beautiful and kind and really good at solving mechanical problems, so she was forever fixing people’s washing machines and lawnmower engines. The people of the kingdom just loved her. And over the years they found that with super glue and gaffer tape you didn’t really need to sew at all.

Eventually the Princess grew into a beautiful young woman. At the age of eighteen she had beautiful long blonde hair, kind eyes and freakishly awesome wrist strength, so she was forever being called upon to open jam jars for old people. The world was her oyster. She could have done anything she wanted. Unfortunately, the one thing she really wanted was . . .

‘To sew? asked Samantha.

‘No,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘To get a flu injection?’ guessed Michael.

‘No,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘The one thing she really wanted was to get her ears pierced.’

‘Why?’ asked Samantha. Earrings looked nice. But not nice enough to go into a hundred-year sleep for.


‘Well, you see the King and Queen, like so many super powerful oligarchs, had absolutely no common sense. Zero, zilch, nada,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘To protect the Princess, they had decided to never tell her about the curse.’

‘But that’s just silly,’ said Derrick.

‘I know!’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘But have you ever noticed how many fairytales are caused by people in a position of power being very silly indeed.’

Derrick, Samantha and Michael ran through all the fairytales they could think of in their heads and they had to concede this was true of pretty much all of them.

‘As a result, the Princess had no idea what the potential ramifications of getting an earring might be,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘She just thought it would be cool to have a skull and crossbones dangling from her earlobe. Obviously there was nowhere in her kingdom she could get it done, because of the no needles or pins law. So she decided to visit the next kingdom.

She saddled her horse and rode off.

The Princess was just riding through the forest on her way to the next kingdom when she came across the bad fairy.

The Princess had no memory of her own christening, so she called out to the fairy. ‘Excuse me, madam, can you tell me the way to the nearest ear-piercing salon?’

‘I can indeed,’ said the bad fairy. ‘It just so happens that I am a qualified ear-piercer.’

‘She was?’ asked Michael.

‘No, silly, she was a wicked liar,’ explained Nanny Piggins.


‘Oh,’ said Michael.

‘I just so happen to have a rusty nail handy,’ continued the bad fairy. ‘I can pierce your ears right now!’

And before the Princess had time to say, ‘No, thank you’ or, ‘Do you have any Dettol to dip that in first?’ the bad fairy jammed the nail in her ear. A wave of exhaustion washed over her.

‘What’s happening to me?’ asked the Princess.

‘You’re going beddy-bye time,’ said the bad fairy gleefully. ‘That will teach you to not invite me to your christening.’

‘But I had no input on the guest list,’ yawned the Princess.

‘Tough,’ said the bad fairy.

With that, the Princess collapsed in the meadow into a deep sleep.

‘Gosh,’ said Michael.

‘Now one day, Neville was riding through a forest,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Was he a prince?’ asked Samantha.

‘Well, yes, actually, he was. How did you know?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘Princes seemed to spend a lot of time riding around in forests in the olden story days,’ said Samantha.

‘Was he looking for a princess?’ asked Michael.

‘No, actually. He was looking for somewhere quiet,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘You see, Prince Neville couldn’t stand all the usual princely duties. He knew he would have to become King eventually, but until then he wanted to do something useful with his time, so he was studying to become a doctor. The problem was that Neville had nine younger brothers and sisters, and there was never a moment of peace and quiet in his castle, so he had ridden out into the forest to find a quiet spot to read.

This actually took him a while because most forest isn’t that comfortable. It looks nice in pictures, but when you actually sit on it the ground is damp, the fallen logs are full of bitey insects and the plants have prickles.

So Neville rode deeper and deeper into the forest until he came to a lovely spot by the riverbank with thick grass and warm sunshine. He got down from his horse, took out his books and was just about to start reading when he heard it.

‘Heard what?’ asked Derrick.

‘A dreadful noise,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘At first he thought it was a helicopter coming in to land. Which was ridiculous, because internal combustion engines had not been invented yet, let alone helicopters.

Then he wondered if it was an avalanche – it was that deafeningly loud and the ground was shaking – but there were no mountains nearby and you can’t have an avalanche without a mountain. So Neville went in search of the sound.

‘Why didn’t he just run away?’ asked Derrick. ‘If it was such a terrible noise?’

‘You don’t understand because you only have two siblings and they are nice. Trust me, as a pig with thirteen identical fourteenuplet sisters, all of whom are evil,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Finding a quiet and peaceful spot is a joy not to be underestimated. No, Neville had finally found a nice place to read. He was not leaving. He was going to make whatever was making that noise go away instead.

He was very determined for a prince. It was not an easy task. As he walked towards the sound the forest got thicker, the bushes denser, the trees taller and everything was darker. Eventually, though, he came to a clearing, and in the middle of the clearing was the most beautiful girl he had ever seen.

‘The Princess?!’ exclaimed Michael. He couldn’t help himself. He was getting sucked into the romance of the story.

‘Yes, the beautiful Princess,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘And she was making the most horrendous noise ever heard. She was snoring.’

‘What?’ exclaimed the children. This had not been mentioned in other versions of ‘Sleeping Beauty’ that they had heard.

‘She sounded like a chainsaw that had not been maintained properly and was being used to attack a piano accordion,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘It was the most utterly dreadful cacophony ever heard before or since.’

‘And yet, he fell in love with her at first sight?’ asked Samantha.

‘Of course not,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘The poor man was seriously concerned that he was about to get industrial deafness. Romance was the furthest thing from his mind. But Neville was a doctor-in-training, and his doctor instincts kicked in.

He knew that snoring can be a symptom of sleep apnoea, so he hurried forward to see if the Princess needed any medical attention. When he got to her side, she did that thing people do sometimes when they’re snoring – mid snore, she suddenly snorted loudly, then stopped.

Now you have to remember that Neville was only a medical student, not a fully qualified doctor yet. So he wasn’t sure what had happened to her. He hadn’t got to the chapter on treating princesses in enchanted sleep yet. He thought she had suddenly stopped breathing. And Neville did know what you are supposed to do when someone stops breathing.

‘Call an ambulance?’ guessed Michael.

‘He could hardly do that!’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Neither telephones nor ambulances had been invented. They didn’t even have hospitals back in the olden story days. So even if there had been telephones and ambulances, they only could have picked her up and driven her around and around the block. What good would that do?’

‘Then what did the Prince do?’ asked Samantha.

‘He decided to commence CPR,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Cardio Pulmonary Resuscitation?’ said Derrick. He had been forced to learn how to do this himself at swim school. He hadn’t enjoyed it. He hadn’t imagined that his first kiss would be with an armless, legless, plastic mannequin.

‘The kiss of life,’ nodded Michael knowingly.

‘Precisely,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘He took a firm pinch of the Princess’s nose, leaned over and clamped his lips over hers. But he never got a chance to breathe out, because she instantly woke up. The spell had been broken.’

‘And she fell in love at first sight?’ asked Samantha.

‘No. She slapped him hard across the face,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘She immediately apologised profusely. She hadn’t meant to. But she had studied women’s self-defence at the PCYC and she reacted reflexively.’

‘Then he fell in love?’ guessed Derrick.

‘Well, no,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Not straight away.’

You see, the Princess had slapped Neville rather hard and his nose started to bleed. And at the first sight of blood, his knees went to water, his stomach churned and his head felt dizzy.

Being a prince, he had never had bumps and bruises like a normal child, because who is going to knock over or tackle a royal prince? Seeing the blood gush from his nose, Neville fainted dead away.

Now you have to understand that the Princess had no idea what was going on. She had been asleep this whole time. As far as she knew, she’d been on her way to get her ears pierced and she had drifted off.

But as she leaned over the Prince and looked at his face, she saw how kind he looked – if rather pale at that moment – and she fell in love. So she leaned over and, very carefully, gave him a gentle kiss.

Neville’s eyes flickered open and the Princess said . . . ‘I do.’

‘Do what?’ asked Neville.

‘I do accept your marriage proposal,’ said the Princess.

‘I didn’t propose,’ said the Prince.

‘I know,’ said the Princess. ‘But I am a royal princess, and kissing one of us is the same as proposing.’


‘I didn’t kiss you. I was rendering first aid,’ said Neville. Between the blood, the slap and the fainting he was very confused.

‘You were rendering first aid with your lips?’ asked the Princess.

‘It’s a genuine lifesaving technique,’ argued Neville.

‘You not getting out of it with that excuse,’ said the Princess firmly.

And he didn’t,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘But it didn’t take him long to realise that he didn’t want to. While it is wise to be wary of marrying someone stunningly good looking, if you ever find someone who can fix a washing machine themselves then you just have to snap them up right away.

And so they all lived happily ever after, all the appliances in the kingdom were excellently maintained and everyone had the very best medical care. The end.
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Mum and Tammy were taking cousin Perry to the park. They didn’t see much of him because he lived in Tokyo. So when Perry came to visit they liked to take him to the best and most awesome places they knew. That meant the park down by the river.

The park down by the river was better than a regular park because, for a start, it was really big. Always a good thing. It had lots of play equipment and it wasn’t the standard boring play equipment that all parks have. Yes, it had swings but the chains were much longer than usual, so you could swing much higher then jump off at the highest point and really feel like you were going to die for a split second before you landed on the grass. And there were great big flying foxes that went dangerously fast. And rock climbing walls where other kids would stand on your fingers. And a water park with bubbling fountains that sprayed up randomly when you least expected it and got you totally drenched.

Tammy loved going somewhere you had to bring a spare change of clothes just in case you got wet. Because if there was ever any chance of getting wet, then she would get wet. She was drawn to water like magnets are drawn to refrigerators. There was an invisible attracting force that could not be resisted.

The park was a bit of a drive from Granny and Grampy’s house. That’s where Perry was staying. Mum and Tammy picked him up and made their way through the city traffic to the river. There was lots to look at along the way. The angry city motorists. The weedy uncared for streets. The weird random shops for products they had never thought of buying. It was not at all like their home town.

‘You see that place over there,’ said Mum. ‘That’s where they make fire extinguishers.’

‘How do you know that?’ asked Tammy suspiciously.

‘Have I ever told you the story of the time the next-door neighbours put ash from their barbecue in their compost bin?’

‘No,’ said Tammy.

‘Well, they put ash in their compost bin,’ said Mum. ‘They thought it had gone out but it hadn’t. It smouldered all night. Then the next morning, when they went to church, their compost bin caught fire and it started spreading.’

‘Really?’ said Tammy.

‘It’s true, you can ask Daddy,’ said Mum. ‘He was the one who spotted it. He came rushing into the house to get me because he couldn’t figure out how to work the hose himself.’

‘What did you do?’ asked cousin Perry.

‘Well, I was in the bath at the time,’ said Mum. ‘So I got out of the bath and put some clothes on. If I was going to fight a fire I figured I should have some clothes on.’

‘Yes,’ agreed Perry.

‘Then I got the hose and I took it down to the fence,’ said Mum. ‘But it didn’t reach far enough. And what with the getting dressed and everything, the fire had spread quite a bit into all the undergrowth of the garden at this stage. There wasn’t really time to faff about before their shed caught fire. I went back into the house, grabbed the fire extinguisher, jumped over the fence into the neighbour’s yard and put it out. It was very dramatic. I was a hero.

‘So that’s how I know that’s where they make fire extinguishers. Because I had to come here to get the extinguisher refilled. They laughed at me, because they knew I’d had a fire. They didn’t believe it was the neighbours’ fire and that I’d been a hero. But I knew.’

Mum turned off the main street and started driving along a road that was parallel to the river. Now the park down by the river had only recently become a park. For years the whole suburb had been an industrial area. That’s why there were so many mechanics shops and factories nearby. There was only one more thing to get past before they arrived at the park – a big complex of buildings with lots of fences. Three very high fences, in fact, with coiled wire along the top of each one. It was a very different-looking type of place. Not like a business or a school or anything the children saw normally.

‘What is that place?’ asked Perry.

‘That?’ said Mum. ‘That’s a prison.’

‘Yeah right,’ said Tammy. Mum liked to tell such outrageous . . . well, we won’t call them lies . . . Mum preferred to think of them as ‘stories’. But she told them so often it could be hard to tell when she was telling the truth.

‘It is,’ said Mum. ‘I’m actually telling the truth.’

‘I don’t believe you,’ declared Tammy.

This shocked cousin Perry. He was a good boy. He didn’t know not believing your own parent was an option. But, of course, he had a nice normal mother who didn’t fabricate outrageous fictions at the drop of a hat.

‘It is,’ Mum assured them. ‘Look, there’s the sign. Goldlake Correctional Facility.’

‘Huh?’ said Tammy.

‘“Correctional facility” is a nice way of saying jail,’ said Mum.

Tammy glowered. She still didn’t entirely believe Mum.

‘That’s what the fences are for,’ explained Mum. ‘To make it hard to escape. Look, you see that coiled wire along the top? That’s not barbed wire, that’s razor wire.’

‘What’s razor wire,’ asked Perry.

‘It’s wire,’ said Mum. ‘With razors.’

‘Duh,’ said Tammy.

‘The idea is you’ll cut yourself if you try to climb over it,’ explained Mum.

‘Oh no,’ said Perry. He was staring at the prison with even greater fascination now. So was Tammy, but she was trying to play it cool and make it look like she wasn’t, so she kept her head pointed forward and was just staring out of the corner of her eye.

‘Yes,’ agreed Mum. ‘That’s the prison Granny escaped from.’

‘What, what, what?’ said cousin Perry.

‘Here we go,’ said Tammy, rolling her eyes.

‘She used a pillow,’ said Mum.

‘You’re lying, Auntie Rachel, you’re lying,’ accused Perry.


Now it might seem harsh for such a good little boy to say something so severe to his aunt, but you have to understand that Granny was pretty much the last person you would ever expect to go to jail, let alone escape from jail using a pillow. She was a seventy-two-year-old former primary school teacher whose hobbies included learning French, doing jigsaw puzzles and ringing church bells.

‘It’s true,’ protested Mum. ‘Granny doesn’t like to talk about it, because she doesn’t want the police to find her.’

‘Mum,’ said Tammy.

‘That’s why she changed her name,’ said Mum.

‘You’re being ridiculous,’ said Tammy.

‘It’s true,’ said Mum. ‘Granny’s name is not Granny.’

‘We know that,’ said Tammy. ‘It’s Belinda.’

‘No,’ said Mum. ‘It’s not Belinda either. It’s Wendy.’

Tammy laughed. ‘You’re just being ridiculous.’

‘You check her driver’s licence,’ said Mum. ‘When we get home. You go to her purse and take out her driver’s licence and have a look. Her real name is Wendy. She just gets everyone to call her Belinda because she’s on the run.’

Tammy and Percy fell silent. Mum was being unnervingly convincing.

‘Why did she go to jail?’ asked Tammy.

‘Murder,’ said Mum.

‘Oh please,’ said Tammy.

‘She got in an argument with a lady in the queue at Lincraft,’ said Mum. ‘One thing led to another. They got in a fight and Granny attacked her with an unpicking pin. Sadly the woman had a wafer thin skull, and Granny was put away.’

‘I don’t believe it,’ said Perry.


‘I know,’ agreed Mum. ‘It is so very hard to believe. She has gone out of her way to live a good life ever since. She has sincerely repented. But every once in a while, if you wrong her – perhaps by eating the last chocolate biscuit in the cupboard without asking permission – you will see a flash of anger in her eyes.’

Perry was alarmed at this. He had seen a flash of anger in Granny’s eye just the previous day, when he had been drawing on the dining table and got crayon on her best tablecloth.

‘That’s the murderous rage bubbling just below the surface,’ explained Mum.

‘Then how did she get out of jail?’ asked Tammy.

‘She used a pillow,’ said Mum.

‘Oh come on,’ said Tammy.

‘It’s true,’ said Mum. ‘She snuck out during dinner. It was shepherd’s pie, so she knew everyone would be concentrating on eating their food. She took a pillow with her and she scaled the first fence. Granny has always been good at climbing fences. If you ever accidentally hit a cricket ball into the neighbour’s yard, you should always ask her to fetch it for you. She’ll be over the fence quick as a wink and back before you know it.’

Perry was deeply confused now. He dearly loved his granny, but she was not a skinny woman. Even though he had a vivid imagination and could picture dinosaurs and monsters and superheroes as if they were right there in the room with him, he had a really hard time imagining Granny scrambling over a fence.

‘So she whipped to the top of the first fence and when she got there, she came face to face with all the razor wire,’ said Mum. ‘Razor wire is nasty stuff. It would be like trying to crawl over a cutlery drawer full of kitchen knives, which is why Granny brought the pillow.’


‘So she could have a nap?’ asked Perry.

‘That’s what Mum would do,’ said Tammy.

‘True,’ agreed Mum. She really did like to nap. ‘But Granny brought the pillow to cover over the razor wire, then she climbed over the top of the pillow and didn’t get a single scratch on her.’

Perry gasped.

‘I know,’ agreed Mum. ‘Granny has more to her than meets the eye. She pretends to be a nice lovely granny but she has hidden depths. She scrambled over those three fences faster than an elite athlete competing on The Greatest Ninja TV program.

‘When the guards realised what was going on, they tried to shoot her with their sniper rifles, but she just dived into the nearest sewerage manhole and disappeared into the pooey depths of the plumbing system.’

‘Gross!’ said Perry.

‘She has never smelled the same since,’ concluded Mum.

‘You don’t honestly expect us to believe any of that, do you?’ asked Tammy.

Mum shrugged. ‘Would I lie to you?’

‘Yes, you do it all the time,’ said Tammy.

‘If you don’t believe me,’ said Mum, ‘when we get home you just take a look at Granny’s driver’s license.’

‘But if she’s an escaped convict then how did she meet Grampy?’ asked Perry.

‘Well, think about it,’ said Mum. ‘If you had just escaped from jail, what would you do to hide?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Tammy.

‘You’d go out of your way to be very, very boring,’ said Mum. ‘And the best way to do that would be to marry the most boring man in the entire country.’


‘Grampy isn’t boring!’ protested Perry.

Mum just raised her eyebrows. ‘Do you know what Grampy did before he retired?’ she asked.

Grampy had retired long before Tammy or Perry had been born, so it had never occurred to them that he had had a job. They had just sort of assumed he’d spent his whole life sleeping on the sofa and snoring loudly.

‘He was an insurance executive,’ said Mum.

Neither Tammy nor Perry really knew what that was, but it did sound very boring.

‘When Granny met Grampy, and he explained to her the standard operating procedure for filing an insurance claim, she knew she’d met her perfect man. She married Grampy, changed her name and knew no-one would ever guess that she was the one who escaped from prison using a pillow.’

‘That isn’t true,’ said Tammy.

‘It might be true,’ said Mum.

‘But it isn’t true,’ said Tammy.

‘But isn’t it nice to think it’s true,’ said Mum.

‘Not particularly,’ said Tammy.

‘There’s no point letting reality bog down your imagination when there are so many other possibilities,’ said Mum.

Tammy just rolled her eyes. At that moment, they pulled into the carpark next to the playground. She leapt out of the car and ran off to enjoy the park. Perry did too. But unlike Tammy, he was unused to adults who told outrageous fabrications. So when he got back to Granny’s house, he asked Granny a question.

‘Granny, may I see your driver’s licence?’ asked Perry.

‘Of course,’ said Granny. She loved all her grandchildren, but especially the ones she didn’t see very often because they didn’t get as much opportunity to get on her nerves. She took out her driver’s licence and showed it to him.

Poor Perry’s eyes practically bulged clean out of his head. Right there in black and white and plastic were the words, ‘Wendy Belinda Pratchett’.

‘Your real name is Wendy?’ asked Perry.

‘Yes,’ said Granny, not really paying attention and certainly not guessing what was going through her grandson’s mind.

‘Granny, is it true that you escaped from prison using a pillow because you are a naughty murderer?’ asked Perry.

It took Granny some time to get to the bottom of just what Mum had told Perry and what he had actually believed. But by the time Granny rang Mum to accuse her of poisoning the minds of her grandchildren, Mum was already most of the way home to their country town on the freeway.

‘Your phone’s ringing,’ said Tammy.

‘Is it?’ asked Mum.

‘It’s Granny,’ said Tammy, looking at Mum’s phone.

‘That’s nice,’ said Mum. ‘But I shouldn’t answer it when I’m driving. That would be dangerous.’

‘You could use hands-free,’ said Tammy.

‘Hmm,’ said Mum. ‘There’s no rush. I’ve got a fair idea what she’s going to say.’

‘Do you think Perry dobbed you in?’ asked Tammy. ‘Are you frightened of what Granny is going to say?’

‘Well,’ said Mum, ‘it would be silly not to be frightened. She is an escaped prisoner.’

‘You’re the worst,’ said Tammy.

‘And by worst you mean best,’ said Mum.

‘I mean worst,’ said Tammy.


‘I know what you mean,’ said Mum. ‘I love you too.’

‘Urgh!’ said Tammy in disgust.

They drove on in silence for a couple of minutes, before Mum thought up another story to tell.
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Nanny Piggins, Derrick, Samantha and Michael were sitting in the emergency department waiting room. They had not intended to visit the hospital, but as is so often the case when you are an internationally renowned circus star, sometimes the emergency room is where you end up.

Especially when you eat so many chocolate croissants at your favourite bakery that the influx of sugar to your brain causes you to think it’s a good idea to demonstrate tightrope walking on some nearby power lines.

Nanny Piggins’ tightrope walking had been flawless and, of course, spectacular. But inevitably some busybody had called the emergency services and a trigger-happy animal control officer had soon arrived on the scene.


Upon seeing a farm animal on top of an inner-city power pole, this animal control officer had panicked (there had been nothing in his training specifying how to deal with this precise dilemma) so he had tried to shoot Nanny Piggins down with a tranquilizer gun.

Luckily he was a terrible shot. His dart whistled past Nanny Piggins, just brushing her fabulously coiffed hair. But that is where things started to go wrong. Nanny Piggins was incensed to have nearly been tranquilized without even a, ‘Please may I tranquilize you?’ or an, ‘Excuse me while I fire this dart at your hind quarter.’

She flew into a rage. In her haste to descend the power pole, her Yves Saint Laurent couture dress snagged on the control box, and she’d had to yank herself free. One thing led to another, and by the time she got to the ground her wrist was sprained and the entire city of 30,000 residents was without power.

Suffice it to say, Nanny Piggins had some very stern words with the animal control officer, and a few stern stomps on his foot too. She sent him home to write her a full letter of apology and to buy her a lovely bunch of flowers while the children escorted her to the hospital. She was able to drive herself, if Derrick did the left-handed bit of holding the steering wheel.

Now they were in the waiting room and they were extremely bored. Waiting rooms are tedious at the best of times, but hospital waiting rooms are extremely so. No-one is ever up for a nice conversation. They’re too busy moaning from pain or trying not to pass out from internal bleeding.

Usually there is a television in the waiting room. For some reason it’s always attached to the ceiling, which is really inconvenient for the patients with neck pain. And this television is always tuned to the most miserable show possible. Nanny Piggins secretly suspected the nurses did this on purpose to punish the patients for complaining too much.

But on this day, even the television didn’t work. A geriatric old lady with a case of double pneumonia had got so sick of watching the Indonesian Regional Golf Championships that she had stood up (the first time she had done so in six years), picked up her cane and smashed the screen. All the other patients in the waiting room had burst out in applause and even given a few cheers. She was quite the hero of the day, until a heart patient figured out how to get smarties out of the vending machine without paying and stole her thunder.

So anyway, Nanny Piggins and the children were in the waiting room, waiting seemingly endlessly to see the doctor, and they were very, very, very bored. Nanny Piggins sighed loudly. She was a talented pig. But if she did have one weakness, it was her total and utter impatience with boredom.

‘Couldn’t we just go home?’ complained Nanny Piggins.

‘No, you need X-rays in case your wrist is broken,’ said Samantha.

‘I don’t mind it being broken,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘It’s only pain. I’ll get used to it. Especially if I can go home and bake a few dozen cakes to eat to take my mind off it.’

‘You won’t be able to bake cakes if you haven’t got the strength to hold a mixing spoon,’ said Derrick.

Nanny Piggins gasped. That thought had not occurred to her. ‘Not be able to bake cake! Why that’s unthinkable!’

‘Which is why you need to see the doctor,’ urged Derrick. ‘To make sure you’re all right.’


The children loved their nanny dearly and they wanted what was best for her. The fact that this also meant that they would get more cake was just a side bonus.

‘But this is soooooo booooring,’ complained Nanny Piggins, slouching inelegantly on a plastic chair so uncomfortable it could only have been designed by a medical expert so dastardly he/she knew the exact pressure points in the human bottom to cause maximum misery.

‘Why don’t you tell us a story?’ suggested Michael.

‘I’m the one in pain,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘You should be telling me a story.’

‘Okay,’ said Michael. ‘Um . . . er . . . Once upon a time . . .’

‘Yes, yes, once upon a time,’ snapped Nanny Piggins. ‘Everyone knows that, get to the good bits! The action, the fighting, the romance!’

‘There was a boy who liked to . . .’ continued Michael.

‘Oh, that’s enough!’ snapped Nanny Piggins. ‘I love you, Michael. You are a wonderful boy. But, please, leave storytelling to the experts. It is an art form more fine and infinitely harder to master than any of the other creative arts, and it is dangerously tedious in the wrong hands.’

‘Okay,’ said Michael. He wasn’t the least bit offended. He knew Nanny Piggins was in pain, so her manners were not as good as usual. He also knew that if he let her take over and do the storytelling it was sure to be magnificent.

‘All right, gather round,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘We are gathered round,’ said Samantha. The children were already sitting either side of her.

‘Not you,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘All the other patients here waiting. That’s right, you over there with the eye patch and the old lady in the corner who keeps spitting into her cup. I know you’re all secretly listening to me because you’ve never met a pig this impossibly glamorous. Come closer so you can hear properly. The tale I’m about to tell you is the greatest you have ever heard, or will ever hear.’

‘I’M DEAF,’ said an old man near the vending machine.

‘Well, you should come closer too,’ yelled Nanny Piggins. ‘You’ll still miss out on the story, but you can gaze upon my beauty instead. Studies have shown that just seeing a beautiful person can have medicinal benefit.’

‘Is that true?’ asked Samantha.

‘I don’t know,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘But it should be true. And if you say anything confidently enough people will believe you, especially if you really are stunning.’

The patients all shifted closer, bringing their ice packs and bandages and settling themselves in.

‘The story I am about to tell you is called . . .’ Nanny Piggins paused for dramatic effect. ‘“The Pied Pig of Hamlin”!’

‘We all know that one,’ complained the old woman. She emphasised her point by spitting into her cup again.

‘Really?’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘It is quite famous,’ said Derrick.

‘It’s the story about the man who led all the rats out of Hamlin,’ added Michael.

‘Pish!’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘That’s not the story I’m going to tell. My story is much better. That’s not the way it went at all. My story is about the piper who led all the people out of Hamlin.’

‘What?’ said Samantha.

‘You see, this was a long time ago. Centuries and centuries back,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I had a great-great-great-great-great-aunt who was a roving pipe player. She wandered from town to town, because no-one likes listening to pipe playing.’

‘What?’ said Michael.

‘Well, you know what a pipe is, don’t you?’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘It’s a type of flute, isn’t it?’ said Derrick.

‘Gosh no,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Flutes sound rather lovely if played correctly. No, a pipe, as they called it in the olden days, is what we now call a recorder!’

Several of the patients visibly flinched at this dreaded word.

‘That’s right, the most loathsome musical instrument of them all,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘The recorder. The first instrument every child is handed by their deranged primary school music teacher, and then sent home to practise. Whereupon the sweet little beloved child proceeds to drive their parents insane.’

‘But surely a recorder sounds nice when played by a professional?’ said Samantha.

‘No!’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘It does not. Because people who play recorders are all lunatics. They don’t play nice songs from the top forty. They play horrible, old-fashioned music from the fifteenth century.’

‘What’s it like?’ asked Derrick.

‘My dear boy,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Trust me. You do not want to know. You must never, ever utter those words again, just in case a medieval music enthusiast overhears you and whips out a recorder to demonstrate.’

‘Right,’ said Derrick.

‘Anyway, my aunt, Gwyneth Piggins, roamed the countryside playing music for the local people,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Now you have to understand, this was back in the days before television, or radio or mass-produced books. People were desperate for entertainment.’

‘So they enjoyed her recorder music?’ asked Michael.

‘They were desperate but they weren’t deaf!’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘They would gather around to hear her play, but as soon as the first soundwave vibrated out of her instrument they would realise they’d make a dreadful mistake. On the whole, her audiences were good, well-meaning folk. They desperately tried to be kind and polite. But most people could only keep it up for a day – a day and a half tops if it was really rainy and they couldn’t hear properly. Then, when they couldn’t bear the awful noise a moment longer, they would kick her out. Sometimes literally with kicking.’

‘Poor Gwyneth,’ said Samantha.

‘Don’t feel sorry for her,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘People who play recorder only have themselves to blame.’

‘Now while all this was going on, there was one town, called Hamlin and it had a terrible problem,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘With rats,’ said Michael, nodding knowledgeably.

‘No,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘It was the rats who had the problem, with the humans.’

‘What?’ said Derrick, which shows how bamboozled he was because he usually had good manners and would have said ‘I beg your pardon’.

‘The humans in Hamlin were so lazy and disgusting and unhygienic that the rats were fed up with them,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘I don’t understand,’ said Michael.


‘Well, you see, rats usually survive by eating all the scrap food that no-one else wants,’ explained Nanny Piggins. ‘They’re neat freaks. They like to tidy everything up.’

‘Really?’ asked Samantha. She’d always had an entirely different impression of rodents generally, and rats in particular.

‘Oh yes. But the people in Hamlin were so disgusting and lazy,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘that they ate all the rotten old scraps themselves. All the leftovers, all the potato peelings, all the biscuits that they dropped on the floor. They just picked them up and ate them.’

‘What if someone stood on a biscuit after they dropped it?’ asked Michael.

‘Even if someone stood on it with dog poo on their shoe,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘These people were so vile, they’d still eat it.’

‘Ew, gross,’ said Derrick.

‘That’s what the rats thought too,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘So they decided. The humans had to go. Not only were they disgusting, they also ate everything that wasn’t nailed down, and a few things that were. The poor rats were starving. They had to go out into the countryside to search for food. And it was on one of these foraging trips that one of the rats overheard Gwyneth playing.

He had just stopped to lie down and gasp for breath from sheer exhaustion when he heard a terrible, ear-splitting, torturous noise. The rat tried to clap his hands over his ears. But, of course, rats have very short arms and quite disproportionally large ears. That would never work. So he went in search of the heinous sound, hoping that perhaps he might be able to bite the cause into submission.

And what he found was Gwyneth, sitting on a fallen log, practising on her recorder. The noise was so appalling that all the woodland creatures were desperately fleeing, trying to get away. The birds, the deer, the rabbits – even the butterflies – were all rushing to escape. And this gave the rat an idea.

The rat stepped out into the clearing and said loudly, ‘What a marvellous tune.’

‘I beg your pardon,’ said Gwyneth. No-one had ever paid her a compliment before.

‘That was lovely,’ continued the rat. ‘The people in my town are great admirers of music. Please, it would be a great honour if you would come with me and play for them.’

‘Really?’ said Gwyneth. She was used to people hurling abuse at her when she played. Sometimes they hurled pots and pans as well.

‘Oh yes,’ said the rat. ‘You mustn’t play out here where no-one can hear you. I insist you come and play for all the people of Hamlin.’

Now Gwyneth had not slept in a house for months,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘She smelled a little pongy, felt very hungry and would have loved a chance to wash her clothes in water that hadn’t just melted off a glacier. So perhaps she wasn’t being as sensible as she should have been. She was, by nature, an optimistic pig. Even though no-one she had ever played for had ever enjoyed her music, she still held hope that perhaps on this one occasion she had found someone, or, at least, some rat, who did.

‘Are you sure?’ she asked.

‘Absolutely,’ said the rat. ‘In fact, we will make it worth your while. If you come and play for all the people of Hamlin, I promise you will have a place to live for the rest of your life.’

This was a dream come true. She had never had a home. Gwyneth leapt at the opportunity. ‘All right, you’re on,’ she said, picking up her recorder and joining the rat. ‘Shall we go right now?’

‘Indeed,’ said the rat.

‘Would you like me to play while we walk?’ asked Gwyneth.

‘Gosh no!’ exclaimed the rat hurriedly. ‘I mean, please save your talent for the whole town to hear.’

So Gwyneth followed the rat back to Hamlin. There was a big town meeting that night to discuss whose turn it was to take the trash out. No-one liked taking the trash out in Hamlin, so they would fight about this every year. All the trash would pile up in the middle of the town square until the mayor forced one poor citizen to take the whole lot and dump it somewhere – usually in the middle of the forest. They were not great environmentalists back in the olden days. Just as the meeting was about to begin, Gwyneth stepped up onto the stage.

‘Can we help you?’ asked the mayor.

‘I have been asked to play for all the people of Hamlin,’ said Gwyneth, upon which she took up her recorder and launched into a tune. She became so caught up in her own music she was transported. She closed her eyes and was lost in the song, so she did not notice the audience desperately trying to cover their ears, writhing in pain and rushing to get away.

When she did open her eyes, half the crowd had disappeared already. Only the older and infirm people were still in the room, although they were all hurrying for the exits.

Gwyneth didn’t want them to miss out. She was a kind-hearted, if delusional, pig, so she chased after them. They hurried faster. Several of the infirm actually overcame their infirmities that night in their bid to get away from her.

But Gwyneth was quite a fit pig. All that recorder playing had been good for her lungs, so she kept up with them. The townspeople ran and she ran after them, playing the whole while. She chased them all the way to the next town, where eventually she was stopped by the doors of the city wall being shut in her face.

‘Go away,’ cried the guard from the city wall.

‘But I just want to play for the townspeople,’ called Gwyneth.

‘Here, take all our gold,’ cried the mayor. ‘Just leave us alone, please, we’re begging you.’

‘I don’t want gold,’ said Gwyneth. ‘I just want a place to live and people to play for.’

‘You can stay in Hamlin,’ said the mayor.

‘Thank you, that’s jolly kind,’ said Gwyneth. ‘I’ll play for you every day.’


‘We’re not coming back,’ said the mayor. ‘You can keep it. Just leave us alone.’

‘Piggins!’ called a doctor in a bored voice. Everyone was snapped out of the story. They all remembered that they were in an emergency room waiting for urgent medical treatment. ‘Consultation room two.’

‘Now is not a convenient time for me,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘When I first came in, an hour and forty-five minutes ago, then yes, I may have been free to accompany you to your second consultation room. But at the moment I am busy amazing and entertaining your patients. And since you have sadly neglected them yourself, you should be grateful.’

‘You’ll lose your spot in the queue,’ said the doctor.

‘That is a terrible way to practise medicine,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘What if I was dying of a low blood chocolate count? Threatening me with a queue would hardly be professional. It’s your fault I’ve been forced to amuse these people. Don’t take your poor time management practices out on me.’

‘We have a hospital to run here,’ lectured the doctor.

‘And the hospital will still be here in ten minutes when I have finished,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Now be a good doctor and stop interrupting, or I shall have to send you to the naughty corner.’

‘You don’t have a naughty corner,’ Michael reminded her.

‘Yes, I do,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘It is the corner furthest from the chocolate vending machine.’

‘But these patients require treatment,’ said the doctor.

‘Hands up which you want first,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Treatment, or to hear the end of the story? Not you, Mrs Stephanopoulos, don’t raise your hand. We don’t want you dripping any more blood on the floor.’ No one put their hands up, including even the world-weary triage nurses behind the counter. ‘There you are. Everyone wants to hear the end. So be a dear and sit quietly. I won’t take long if you stop being such a fusspot.’

Nanny Piggins launched back in to her tale.

‘Oh,’ said Gwyneth, finally realising that the people of Hamlin may not have enjoyed her recorder playing as much as she thought they did. ‘Oh, I’ll be going then.’

So, forlornly, Gwyneth trudged back to Hamlin. When she got there, she could hear music and singing. Her heart lifted. She loved music. She stepped into the main square and was astounded. In the few hours since she’d driven out all the people, the place had been transformed.

The city had been cleaned top to toe. It was spick-and-span and shining. And right there in the main square the rats, who had done it all themselves, were holding a massive party with food and music and dancing. It was a wonderful sight to behold.

Gwyneth was so proud to have brought so much happiness to Hamlin. She took out her recorder and joined in. But, with the first discordant squeal of her instrument, the rest of the music ground to a halt, the dancing stopped and even those who were eating stopped mid-mouthful. They were all so horrified by this sound.

‘What are you doing back?’ asked the rat.

‘You promised me a home forever in exchange for playing for the people,’ said Gwyneth.

‘Why should we let you stay here?’ asked the rat. ‘We just got rid of all the people. We don’t want to let a pig come and live here to leave all your mess lying around. Go on, get out of here!’

‘But you promised,’ said Gwyneth.

‘Promises don’t count when you make them with recorder-playing pigs,’ said the rat.

‘Yeah,’ said another rat.

‘Yeah,’ said all the other rats.

‘You can’t make me,’ said Gwyneth. ‘I’m much bigger than you and I’ll bonk you all on the head with my recorder.’

Well, I’m sorry to say,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘that Gwyneth did slightly underestimate the abilities of the rats at this point. Just as an ant can carry eight times its own body weight, a rat can also carry many times its own body weight. So when several thousand rats gang up together, they can easily hoist up a forty kilogram pig, carry her out of town and chuck her in the nearest creek.

Gwyneth spent another night cold and alone in the woods.

‘You’ll regret the day your dismissed my recorder,’ said Gwyneth, shaking her trotter at them. During that night, Gwyneth had a lot of time to think about life, music and revenge. She hardened her heart and came to the decision that if people and rats would not let her use her music for good, then she would use it – for evil.

The next day, the rats of Hamlin were going about their business. They were having to work very hard now the people had left. They had never realised how much work the people actually did.


Sure, they ate everything and left their things lying around, but the people had also harvested the crops and churned the milk and ground the corn to make flour. The rats had no idea how to do any of those things for themselves. Doing chores was exhausting.

The rats were just sitting down for an afternoon rest. They hadn’t had any lunch, because they’d eaten all the food at the feast the night before and they hadn’t grown any more yet. And it was at that moment they began to hear a rumbling.

‘What is that?’ asked a young rat.

‘It sounds like an earthquake,’ said his mother rat.

‘We don’t get earthquakes here,’ said a grandfather rat. ‘We aren’t on the edge of a tectonic plate.’

The rumbling grew louder.

‘Perhaps it’s a storm,’ said another rat.

‘But the sky is clear,’ said yet another rat. They all looked up at the sky and it was a clear blue.

The rumbling grew louder and louder. The houses and the furniture were all starting to shake now.

‘What is it?’ asked the chief rat.

And then they found out. Because at that moment people started to flood back into the town. They were all running as fast as they could – rushing up the streets, taking shelter in houses, then locking themselves in and nailing the doors shut.

‘It was the people of Hamlin coming back,’ guessed Michael.

‘It was more than that,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘It was the people of Hamlin and everyone in the neighbouring city. They were all desperately trying to escape.’


‘From what?’ asked Samantha.

‘From Gwyneth,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘She had gone to the neighbouring city and played and played until the people could bear it no more. Then she drove them all to Hamlin. When every last man, woman and child was writhing within the walls of the town, she finally stopped. The people were so relieved and yet still frightened that no-one dared step food out of Hamlin for a whole year.’

‘But what happened to Gwyneth?’ asked Derrick.

‘She went back to the neighbouring city and claimed it as her own,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘She renamed it Gwynethsburg and it became a bustling metropolis.’

‘Of people who loved recorder music?’ guessed Samantha.

‘No, no such people exist,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘She ran her city as a refuge for all people suffering from industrial deafness. They loved her for taking care of them, and she loved them for being the best audience for her recorder music she had ever known. The end.’

‘Can we see the patients now?’ asked the doctor. All the doctors were waiting politely for the story to finish, so they would be allowed to treat patients again.

‘I suppose so,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘If you promise to be good and not interrupt story time again.’

‘Yes, Nanny Piggins,’ said the doctors meekly as they led away the patients to deal with them.
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Don’t be afraid to yell. Children love yelling. If they didn’t, they wouldn’t be so provoking. If your child’s attention is drifting away throw in a KAPOW! or a BOOOM!!! David Walliams does this all the time. If you do it loud enough, it’s an excellent way to startle your child, raising their heart rate so they don’t fall asleep before the end.
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It was late in the Green house. Long past the time when children should be in bed. Especially on a school night. But Derrick, Samantha and Michael were still up. It had all started at breakfast when it had suddenly occurred to Nanny Piggins that chocolate cake might be even better if you added more chocolate.

They had spent the entire day experimenting – trying to see how far they could push the chocolate to cake ratio before the cake passed from being chocolate cake into being chocolate containing cake crumbs. They had tried several hundred variations and rigorously tested (eaten) all of them. But they were still no closer to having a definitive answer, possibly because they had consumed so much sugar it had become very hard to think.


This was how they came to be huddled around the oven, staring in through the glass door, as they waited for their latest creation to bake. Nanny Piggins was not good at waiting. ‘Do we have to bake it?’ she asked. ‘Couldn’t we just eat the batter?’

‘It’s only going to take ten more minutes,’ said Derrick.

‘What are we going to do for ten whole minutes?’ wailed Nanny Piggins.

‘Ten minutes isn’t that long,’ said Samantha reasonably.

‘It is for a pig,’ said Nanny Piggins.

This confused Michael. ‘But isn’t ten minutes ten minutes for everyone?’

‘No, not at all,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Time slows down for pigs when they are waiting for cake, or their favourite TV show. It becomes unbearably drawn out and impossible to endure.’

‘Like a maths class,’ said Michael with great understanding.

‘Exactly,’ said Nanny Piggins. She’d never been taught maths herself, but it sounded like an unbearable torture, almost as bad as not eating cake.

‘Why don’t you tell us a story to take your mind off it,’ suggested Derrick.

‘Yes, please,’ said Samantha. They all loved Nanny Piggins’ stories.

‘Hmm,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I suppose that might take my mind off my overwhelming urge to rip open the oven door and plunge my face into the delicious chocolatey batter. At least for a few minutes.’

‘Oh good,’ said Michael.

‘Once upon a time there was a princess,’ began Nanny Piggins. ‘She was so beautiful on the outside – her hair was so blonde, her face was so symmetrical, her eyes were so sparkly – it was positively nauseating. Just looking at her made you want to vomit!’

‘That’s a bit harsh, Nanny Piggins,’ said Derrick.

‘Oh, I know,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘As an incredibly beautiful person myself, it pains me to have to speak negatively about a fellow stunningly fabulous beauty. But it is wrong to lie, and flawed characters make for much more interesting stories. So this Princess’s flaw was that she was so perfectly beautiful it was unbearable. Except of course for her parents. It is so often the way, if someone is insufferable, that the only two people in the world not to notice are that person’s own two parents.’

‘Our father doesn’t feel that way about us,’ said Samantha sadly.

‘No, your father is a special case,’ agreed Nanny Piggins. ‘But you have barely any flaws. Not since I arrived and started raising you properly, as a pig should be raised.’

‘But we’re not pigs,’ said Michael.

‘I know,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘But I try to overlook that and not hold it against you.’

She patted Michael’s hand kindly, took a chocolate mousse out of her pocket and started eating it, heedless of the considerable amount of lint embedded in the dessert.

‘But what about the story?’ asked Derrick.

‘What story?’ snapped Nanny Piggins. She didn’t like to be disturbed when she was eating, but, as she was so often eating, sometimes it had to be done.

‘You were telling us a story about an annoyingly beautiful princess.’

‘Oh yes,’ remembered Nanny Piggins. ‘And deluded parents. And that was indeed the case here. The King and Queen were so enamoured with their daughter’s beauty and sweetness and good manners that they gave her everything.’

‘Everything?’ asked Michael. He liked the idea of parents that would give him whatever candy he liked.

‘Literally everything,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Everything they could think of ever getting for her, she was showered with. When she was a little girl it was dollies and ribbons and new dresses. When she was older it was beach holidays and jewellery and bigger new dresses, and men to carry her in a special chair when her legs were too beautiful to walk on.

But when she came of age, they struck a problem. They had given her absolutely everything imaginable. When her birthday came around they were scratching their heads trying to think of something new. I mean how many solid platinum, diamond-studded hair dryers does one eighteen-year-old need?

She already had six convertible sports cars, ten ponies – one in each shade so she could match her pony to her mood – and a dress made of silk produced by silkworms who had been force-fed rubies.

The girl had everything. So when her eighteenth birthday came around her parents were stuck. What were they going to give her? Also, the royal coffers were a little low. It costs a lot feeding ten polo ponies and silkworms that only eat precious stones.

Plus the King had a problem, he’d lost a billion dollars down the back of the couch and he didn’t have the courage to confront the cleaner and ask if she’d stolen it. It was actually still down the back of the couch, but he’d had such a sheltered life, he didn’t know how to remove the sofa cushions to check. He thought only a fully qualified cleaner could perform such a task.

Anyway, he and the Queen had to get their daughter a present and they didn’t know what to do. Then the King had a brilliant idea. He’d give his daughter the same present he was given when he turned eighteen. He went down to his present room.

‘A present room?’ asked Derrick.

‘Yes, he had a special room in the palace,’ explained Nanny Piggins. ‘It was one hundred metres by one hundred metres, as big as a football stadium and it was packed to the ceiling with all the gifts he had ever been given by his own family, from kings and queens visiting from other countries and by ambitious parents trying to get him to marry their daughters.

He’d received tens of thousands of gifts in his lifetime. They had all been dutifully catalogued by the gift guardian. So the King simply went to the aisle dedicated to presents given to him in his eighteenth year, found the present from this own parents and presented it to his daughter.

‘Wow, it’s a . . . golden ball?’ said the Princess.

The King smiled proudly.

‘Does it do something?’ asked the Princess. ‘Does it open up? Are there jewels inside? Or a trained singing monkey or something?’ She banged the ball on the table a few times to see if it would crack open and reveal an entertaining animal.


‘No, it’s a ball made of solid gold,’ said the King.

His daughter still looked puzzled. The King realised that the gift giving wasn’t going as well as he had expected.

‘Most people like being given things made of solid gold,’ he said, starting to get a bit sulky.

‘Oh, it’s lovely,’ said the Princess. ‘Very shiny. But um . . . what am I meant to do with it?’

‘I don’t know,’ said the King.

He’d been royalty his whole life, so he didn’t know anything about normal activities. ‘It’s a ball. I suppose you’re meant to throw it or something. Aren’t there things called ball games?’

‘I believe so,’ said the Princess. She weighed the ball in her hand. ‘You know, gold is actually worth a lot of money.’

‘Mmm– what?’ asked the Queen.

‘Money,’ said the Princess. ‘It’s something poor people don’t have a lot of, but when they get it they use it to swap for things they want.’

‘How intriguing,’ said the Queen.

‘So I could take this gold ball, swap it for lots of money and use that money to buy lots of chocolate,’ said the Princess.

‘No, you can’t do that,’ said the King. ‘It’s a gift.’

‘And it’s a lovely gift,’ said the Princess. ‘But it would be even lovelier once I’ve converted it to chocolate.’

‘I absolutely forbid you to sell that ball,’ said the King. ‘You are an ungrateful girl. You can go and play with it in the garden like a normal princess.’


‘Fine,’ said the Princess. She shook it in her hand. ‘How does this game work again.’

‘You throw it and catch it,’ said the King.

‘Fine, I can be normal,’ said the Princess. ‘I’ll go and play throwy-catch-catch like a normal person.’

So the Princess went out into the royal garden, muttering to herself about fathers and what nincompoops they could be while practising this game her father had spoken off. Throwy-catchy-throw.

She’d never played before so it took her a while to figure out. She had to propel the ball quickly upward, let go and wait until the ball lost all its upward momentum and fell back down again. Whereupon she had to clasp it quickly before it fell to the floor – or worse, onto her silk-slippered feet.

This was a lot harder than it sounds because the ball was made of solid gold, and gold weighed a lot. In addition, the Princess had never done anything involving hand-eye coordination before so, on just her third throw, the ball slipped through her fingers as she tried to catch it and fell into the royal fish pond in the centre of the royal garden.

‘Oh, fiddlesticks,’ said the Princess. This was the worst word she knew, so for her this was a dreadful outbreak of swearing.

She went over to the pond and peered in. There was not much to see, because this was the royal fish pond and no member of the royal family would ever put their hand in the pond to clean it. They were too royal for that.


Therefore, in the entire history of the royal fish pond no-one had ever cleaned out the royal fish poo. It was disgusting. You couldn’t see the bottom. You could barely see the ball, the water was so filthy. It had sunk into the deep mud of fish poo at the bottom.

‘Oh dear. If the idea of selling the ball to buy chocolate made Daddy cross,’ said the Princess, ‘I’m sure dropping the ball in fish poo will make him furious. What am I going to do?’

‘Ribbit,’ said a nearby frog.

‘Not now,’ said the Princess. ‘I’m trying to think.’

‘Ribbit,’ repeated the frog. ‘I can get it for you.’

‘I beg your pardon,’ said the Princess.

‘I can get the ball,’ said the frog.

‘No, I mean, “I beg your pardon, how can you talk if you’re a frog?”’ asked the Princess.

‘I have mysterious secrets,’ said the frog mysteriously.

‘Oh,’ said the Princess.

She could tell the frog wanted her to ask follow-up questions, but she only had twenty minutes until the chocolate shop closed and she didn’t want to get into it with him. ‘Well, if you could fetch the ball for me, that would be jolly kind, thank you.’

‘I’ll do it in exchange for a kiss,’ said the frog.

‘Kiss what?’ asked the Princess, not following this unexpected turn in the conversation.

‘You kiss me,’ said the frog, ‘as a reward for me fetching the ball.’

‘Ew, gross,’ said the Princess.

‘It’s not my fault I’m a frog,’ said the frog.


‘Not because you’re a frog,’ said the Princess, ‘because that is harassment. Blackmailing a girl into kissing you. That is so not cool.’

‘Do you want the ball or not?’ asked the frog.

‘I don’t want it that much,’ said the Princess. ‘If you were a gentleman, you would fetch it for me just because I asked nicely.’

‘I’m not a gentleman,’ said the frog. ‘I’m a frog.’

‘But I don’t want to kiss you. You’re green and slimy and covered in warts,’ said the Princess.

‘They’re not warts, that’s camouflage,’ said the frog.

‘You say potato, I say potato,’ said the Princess.

‘It’s ten minutes until the chocolate shop closes. If you want to get there in time, you better hurry up and kiss me,’ said the frog.

‘Uh, fine,’ said the Princess. She leaned in to kiss the frog, then paused. ‘You aren’t going to take a photo of this and put it on Instagram, are you?’

‘I don’t have a phone, an Instagram account or opposable thumbs,’ said the frog.

‘All right,’ said the Princess. She leaned in, closed her eyes, tried not to breathe through her nose and gave the frog the quickest, least-lip-contact kiss ever in the history of kisses.

And KAPOW!

There was a flash of light, a puff of smoke and the frog instantly turned into . . .

‘A handsome prince?’ asked Samantha.

‘Why yes, he was,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘How did you know?’

‘I’ve heard a similar story before,’ admitted Samantha.


‘You’re quite right,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘The frog had become the most handsome man on the face of the entire earth. He was staggeringly attractive.

‘Gosh,’ said the Princess. She was taken aback at the power of her kiss.

‘Thank you,’ said the Prince. ‘I was cursed by a wicked witch to be a frog until a beautiful princess came along and kissed me. You have broken the enchantment. You have made me a man again.’ He dropped to one knee. ‘Will you marry me?’

‘Not now,’ said the Princess. ‘You haven’t gotten me my ball yet.’ She pointed to the spot where her ball was still submerged in the fish muck.

‘Didn’t you hear me?’ said the Prince. ‘I just proposed.’

‘No, I heard,’ said the Princess. ‘But I don’t want marriage. I just want my ball.’

The Prince turned and looked at the submerged ball. ‘I’m not getting that. It’s covered in fish poo.’

‘You were living in that five seconds ago,’ the Princess reminded him.

‘But I’m a prince now,’ said the Prince. ‘And . . . your future husband.’

‘I’m not marrying a man who can’t keep a simple promise to pick up a ball,’ said the Princess.

‘I don’t like gooey things,’ protested the Prince.

‘If I kiss you again, will you turn back into a frog?’ asked the Princess.

‘No, that’s not how it works,’ said the Prince.

The Princess grabbed him by the head and kissed him anyway to be sure. Nothing happened.


‘Bother,’ said the Princess.

‘So will you come with me now, to my kingdom to meet my parents?’ said the Prince.

‘Will they fetch my ball?’ asked the Princess.

‘No,’ said the Prince.

‘Then no,’ said the Princess. ‘I’ll fetch the ball myself.’ She hitched up her skirt and stepped into the pond. ‘I’ll have you know that ten thousand silkworms had a very unpalatable diet to make this gown, and if it is ruined that is entirely your fault.’

She waded across the pond and grabbed the ball. Then she went to the chocolate shop and lived happily ever after as a single lady with a massive supply of chocolate so big it never ran out. The end.

‘I hope you learned something from that story, children,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Be grateful for birthday presents?’ asked Samantha.

‘Don’t kiss frogs?’ said Derrick.

‘Put on rubber boots before you step into a pond?’ guessed Michael.

‘No, no, no,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Although, they are all good lessons too. But the most important lesson to be learned from that story is – when your birthday is approaching, be sure to tell your relatives not to worry about your present. Instead, give them a photograph of exactly which box of chocolates they must get you.’

The children nodded at this sage wisdom. Samantha even wrote it down on the back of her hand.

Nanny Piggins checked her watch. ‘It’s midnight. Just enough time for three or four more slices of cake before it’s time for bed.’
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Friday and Melanie were sitting in the back row of biology class. Miss Bonnell was talking about mitosis, a subject that Friday thoroughly understood already and that Melanie had no interest in understanding ever. The best thing about Miss Bonnell was her voice – her beautiful, lilting voice. It was like a wind chime in the breeze, so easy to tune out and ignore. Which was why both Friday and Melanie considered biology to be their favourite subject.

Even Miss Bonnell was very relaxed about it all. She sat at her raised desk, with the sleeves of her old red jumper rolled up and her feet on a chair that she had angled perfectly so she could sunbathe in the glow from the window. She clearly loved her subject. She described the separation and duplication of cells with the loving affection that someone might recount a favourite childhood bedtime story. As she talked, she snacked on a chocolate bar, which she would occasionally dip in a tub of guacamole. Several of the students were also eating chocolate because there was a vending machine in the corridor right outside the classroom, and Miss Bonnell could not begrudge the class a treat she did not want to begrudge herself.

Miss Bonnell had given up writing on the blackboard at the beginning of term when she sprained her wrist rollerblading, and she found she preferred talking about science as if it were a wonderful fairytale. If she lowered the lights and provided pillows, no doubt half the class would drift off to sleep, having happy dreams about the goings on of cells.

‘If you imagine DNA as being like a zipper . . .’ said Miss Bonnell, ‘then that will . . .’

‘Aha!’ cried the Vice Principal as he burst into the room.

Miss Bonnell was so shocked to be suddenly and loudly interrupted that she fell out of her chair.

‘Vice Principal?’ said Miss Bonnell, drawing herself to her feet, then thinking better of it and sitting down again. ‘What’s the meaning of this?’

‘It is no concern of yours, Miss Bonnell,’ said the Vice Principal. ‘The school council has asked me to investigate the growing culture of immorality at this school. And as I am an old boy, they know I know what the standards should be.’ The Vice Principal prowled the room, glaring at the students, as he said this. ‘As such, I have designed a little test to gauge the honesty of your students.’

At this point the Vice Principal noticed Melanie at the back of the room. She was staring out the window, watching autumn leaves drift from the trees. Friday had kicked her in the ankle several times to try to get her attention. But you could attach a giant clam to Melanie’s foot in steeply rising tidal water and she wouldn’t notice.

‘You, girl,’ snapped the Vice Principal. ‘Stop staring out the window.’

Finally Melanie did look round.

‘Oh, sorry,’ said Melanie, getting up and starting to pack her books. ‘I must be in the wrong classroom. I’m supposed to have Miss Bonnell for biology in second period. It is still second period, isn’t it?’

‘This is second period biology with Miss Bonnell,’ yelled the Vice Principal.

Miss Bonnell leaned to one side and waved so that Melanie could see her.

‘So it is!’ said Melanie. ‘Hello, Miss Bonnell. I always enjoy your lessons. They’re very relaxing.’

‘You’re not here to relax,’ snapped the Vice Principal. ‘You’re here to learn.’

‘Some people need to relax to learn,’ observed Melanie.

‘You’re not one of them,’ said Friday.

‘True,’ agreed Melanie.

‘Be quiet,’ ordered the Vice Principal. ‘You two need to learn to be silent unless spoken to.’

‘But you are speaking to us,’ said Melanie. She turned to Friday. ‘He is, isn’t he? Or am I dreaming that the Vice Principal is yelling at me?’

‘No, he’s definitely yelling at you,’ said Friday. ‘And I think it would be very unlikely for us to simultaneously be having the same hallucination. Unless Mrs Marigold has been putting hand-picked mushrooms in the beef stroganoff again.’


‘I will deal with you two later,’ said the Vice Principal ominously. ‘This is not why I am here.’ He strode back to the front of the classroom. ‘I’m here because I have designed a test of this class’s honesty. This morning, before you entered this room, I put a one-dollar coin on that windowsill over there. An honest student would have taken it immediately and lodged it with lost property. That did not happen. So either the coin will still be there, or one of the students in this class is a thief!’

‘Vice Principal Dean, I will not allow you to accuse my class of . . .’ began Miss Bonnell, getting to her feet again.

‘Miss Bonnell!’ interrupted the Vice Principal. ‘Kindly sit down. This is no concern of yours. Although I would like to have a conversation with you later about your dress sense. I can distinctly see a large moth hole in the back of your jumper. That is not the Highcrest way.’

Miss Bonnell sank back into her chair, her face having turned as bright red as the knitwear she was wearing.

The students all looked at each other. The Vice Principal imagined they were looking at each other wondering who could be the thief. But these were wealthy children who didn’t care very much about one dollar. They were actually wondering if the Vice Principal was bonkers, and who among them had a parent who was a psychiatrist and would be able to get him committed.

‘Shall we see, then?’ asked the Vice Principal.

No-one answered, hoping if they ignored him that he would go away and they could go back to not listening to their biology lesson.

The Vice Principal strode over to the window, moved aside an overhead projector and revealed . . . an empty windowsill.


‘Ahah!’ cried the Vice Principal. ‘It’s gone! I might have known. What a sorry group you are. Desecrating one of the fundamental rules of decent society, “Thou shalt not steal”! You should be ashamed of yourselves, all of you. Not just the thief, but the rest of you as well for allowing this crime to go ahead before your very eyes and doing nothing to stop it.’ The Vice Principal was whipping himself up into a full-blown rant now. He was finding it hard to keep his saliva in his mouth as he spat out his venomous words. ‘So which one of you was it? If you confess now, I’ll go easy on you. You’ll just be expelled – we won’t bring the police into it.’

The whole class sat in complete silence. No-one even moved, in case the Vice Principal should take the slightest flinch as an admission of guilt.

‘Who did it?!’ demanded the Vice Principal.

Friday pushed back her chair and rose to her feet.

‘You!’ exclaimed the Vice Principal.

‘No,’ said Friday, ‘it wasn’t me. But I suggest you drop this line of attack right now, and leave this classroom, otherwise things will get very unpleasant for you.’

‘Are you threatening me?’ demanded the Vice Principal, his voice reaching new extremes of loudness. He really did have excellent projection. The way he punched his consonants out from his diaphragm would be the envy of any theatrical performer or drill sergeant.

‘No, I’m not threatening you,’ said Friday. ‘You are clearly giddy with power and quite possibly mentally deranged, so common sense compels me to have as little to do with you as possible. When I say that this course of action will end badly for you, I am giving you advice based on what my deductive reasoning has concluded really happened to the one-dollar coin, and therefore what will take place in your immediate future.’

‘How dare you?’ yelled the Vice Principal. ‘Do you know who stole the money or not?’

‘Yes, I do,’ said Friday. ‘But I ask you, do you really want to know? And I urge you to reflect on all the possibilities.’

‘Just tell me!’ yelled the Vice Principal.

‘Vice Principal, please, I can’t allow . . .’ began Miss Bonnell.

‘I’m handling this,’ snapped the Vice Principal. ‘Barnes, spit it out. Right now!’

‘Very well,’ said Friday. ‘These are the facts. I am sitting in the back row and, given the angle of my eyeline and the height of that window, I have the best chance of seeing the top of the sill. But I can’t. The windowsill is too high and my seat is too low. I would have to be ten foot tall to see it while I’m sitting. That means that once the class came in and sat down, none of us could have seen the dollar coin you put there.’

‘So someone saw it as they came in,’ said the Vice Principal.

‘Impossible,’ said Friday. ‘The overhead projector was right in front of the window. You moved it yourself.’

‘What are you saying?’ demanded the Vice Principal. ‘That the coin evaporated into thin air?’

‘No, I’m saying that whoever put the overhead projector there is the only person who could have seen it,’ said Friday. ‘And that person is Miss Bonnell.’

Everyone turned and looked at Miss Bonnell. She was acutely embarrassed. Her face had gone bright red, again.

‘Outrageous!’ exclaimed the Vice Principal. ‘How dare you accuse a member of staff?’


‘It is also the only explanation that makes sense,’ said Friday. ‘Not only did she have the means and the opportunity, she also had the motive. Most of the students in this room are so rich they wouldn’t bother crossing the room to pick up a dollar.’

‘I assure you the teachers here are all well paid,’ said the Vice Principal. ‘They need to be, to put up with students like you.’

‘I’m sure that is the case,’ agreed Friday. ‘But there is another motivating factor at play here. Hunger.’

The Vice Principal just looked confused now.

‘Miss Bonnell may be well paid, but her handbag is in the staffroom on the other side of the quadrangle,’ said Friday. ‘Imagine how she felt, getting the room ready for her biology class. She starts to feel hungry, but the class will arrive in a couple of minutes. Then she spots the dollar, which in itself is a resistible temptation. But the dollar in combination with the vending machine out in the corridor would have been just too much. The sugar, the chocolate, perhaps even some kind of biscuit centre – there’s no way she could resist.’

‘What you’re saying isn’t just defamatory, it’s ridiculous,’ accused the Vice Principal. ‘Breakfast was served just two hours ago.’

‘Yes, but I have observed that Miss Bonnell has, for the last few months, spent an increasing about of time sitting down with her feet up, wearing oversized, comfortable clothes and eating chocolate bars dipped in guacamole. Plus, last week she cried when she showed us a video about the lifecycle of a turtle. These are all symptoms of one thing,’ said Friday.

‘Noooo!’ said Miss Bonnell.

‘What?’ asked the Vice Principal.


‘She’s pregnant!’ exclaimed Melanie with delight.

‘And studies show that women get very hungry and very irrational when they are pregnant,’ concluded Friday.

Everyone in the room gasped. They turned to look at Miss Bonnell, who had gone an even deeper shade of dark red.

‘Congratulations!’ called Melanie happily.

‘But how can Miss Bonnell be having a baby?’ spluttered the Vice Principal. ‘She isn’t married!’

‘You really should attend some of Miss Bonnell’s biology lessons,’ said Friday. ‘She could explain the whole process of zygote production to you. It has absolutely nothing to do with a marriage contract. That said, you are entirely wrong, because Miss Bonnell is, in fact, married. You’ll note the suntan line on her ring finger. My guess is she’s wearing the ring on the chain around her neck.’

The whole class gasped again.

‘This is preposterous,’ spluttered the Vice Principal. ‘Why on earth would Miss Bonnell be secretive about getting married?’

‘Because she is embarrassed about who she’s married to,’ said Friday.

‘Don’t say!’ pleaded Miss Bonnell, holding her hands over her face in shame.

‘There’s no point keeping it secret,’ said Friday. ‘It’s really quite obvious.’

‘Why?’ asked Miss Bonnell. ‘We’ve been so discreet.’

‘You are wearing his red jumper,’ said Friday. ‘He wore it to assembly on Monday last week.’

Miss Bonnell looked down at her distinctive jumper.

‘It’s Mr Powell!’ exclaimed Melanie. ‘That’s his sweater. There’s a hole in the back where I accidentally stabbed him with a javelin last term.’


‘You’re married to the PE teacher?’ asked the Vice Principal.

‘You can see why she is embarrassed,’ said Friday. ‘A scientist falling for a jock.’

‘But how did you know we were married?’ asked Miss Bonnell.

‘Your broken wrist at the beginning of term,’ said Friday. ‘You said you broke it rollerblading. And the only way an adult would ever learn to rollerblade is if they were head-over-heels in love with the person who wanted to teach them.’

Miss Bonnell looked at the tan line on her ring finger. ‘I didn’t realise there was so much to notice.’

‘There you have it,’ said Friday, turning to the Vice Principal. ‘Someone did take the dollar coin you left on that windowsill. But leaving a dollar coin out in the classroom of a pregnant lady an hour before lunch, when there is a vending machine selling chocolate just five metres from her classroom door, is nothing short of entrapment. You’ll be in a lot of trouble with the teachers’ union if they get wind of this. I think the best way for you to settle this matter is to buy Miss Bonnell an enormous box of chocolates as a congratulations present, then never speak of this incident again.’

The Vice Principal’s mouth opened and closed several times as he processed all this information. ‘Very well,’ he finally said as he turned to the class. He still had to try and save face. ‘I hope this is a lesson to you – not to pick up money that doesn’t belong to you.’

‘I think it has been a greater lesson to all of us not to set traps,’ said Friday, ‘unless you know who you will catch.’
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Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children were exhausted. The truancy officer had obtained a bicycle, and they’d had to run twice as fast as usual to get away from her. Luckily, after only several kilometres of sprinting, they had run past a traffic accident where a truck carrying nails had tipped over and spilled its load all over the street. The truancy officer’s bicycle tyres hadn’t stood a chance. By the time she lost control, smashed into the traffic barrier and toppled head over heels into the adjacent ravine, she’d sustained fifty-two punctures to her inner tubes.

Rest assured, the truancy officer was all right because the ravine dropped into the sewerage works, so she’d had a nice soft, if smelly, landing.


But Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children were hungry after all that unexpected exercise. Obviously they needed good, nutritious food, so they’d gone straight to the park, where the ice-cream van always stopped on Mondays, and eaten three triple-scoop cones each to recover. Now they were lying on the grass to recuperate from the double ordeal of physical and digestive exhaustion. It would be some time before they would be in a fit state to do anything.

‘What are we going to do, children?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘I’ve a good mind to go down to the truancy officer’s workplace and put in a formal complaint to her superior. Do you think she has a superior, or is she some sort of roving vigilante?’

‘I think she works for the council,’ said Samantha.

‘Well then, I’ve a good mind to complain to the council,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘How dare she chase us all across town when I had told her you had yellow fever.’

‘We don’t have yellow fever,’ Derrick pointed out.

‘That’s just a technicality,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘She doesn’t know that. And what if you did have yellow fever? Now that you’ve had to do so much running, you are going to be so much worse. There’s no way you’ll be able to go to school tomorrow if you have a relapse.’

‘How can you have a relapse of something you’ve never had?’ asked Michael.

‘I don’t know,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I’m not an epidemiologist! But I know for a fact that they don’t go around intensive care units in hospitals making the patients go for a jog.’

‘I think, perhaps,’ suggested Samantha, ‘that she suspected that we might not have yellow fever, or the bubonic plague, or rickets or any of the things you’ve told her we’ve come down with since term began.’

‘Just because something is not true, doesn’t mean it couldn’t be true,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘She shouldn’t punish us just because she has a nasty, suspicious mind.’

Trying to follow along with Nanny Piggins’ reasoning was starting to hurt Derrick’s brain, so he thought he had better change the subject. ‘It’s actually quite nice lying here on the grass,’ said Derrick. ‘Why don’t you tell us a story while we recover ourselves.’

‘Oh yes please,’ said Michael. ‘A good one, please.’

‘I only tell good ones,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘I know,’ said Michael. ‘So any one would do.’

‘All right, let me see,’ said Nanny Piggins as she rubbed her snout thoughtfully. ‘I could tell you a story from one of my distant relatives.’

This made the children perk up. Nanny Piggins’ distant relatives were always impossibly glamorous, incredibly brave and often unnecessarily violent. The children were confident that this story would be good.

‘She came from the Danish branch of the family,’ continued Nanny Piggins. ‘Her name was Hannah Christian Andersen Piggins.’

‘Was she related to Hans Christian Andersen?’ asked Samantha.

‘No,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘She was Hans Christian Andersen.’

‘What?’ said Derrick.

‘No way!’ said Michael.

‘It’s true,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘She published under a man’s name because two hundred years ago the Danish literary elite did not take women seriously, especially when they were pigs.’


‘Oh dear,’ said Derrick, not being able to think of anything better to say.

‘There is so much prejudice in the world, children,’ said Nanny Piggins, dabbing a tear from her eye. ‘I dream of a day when we can live in a society free from pigism, where all pigs can be recognised for what they are – better than humans.’

‘Don’t you mean equal?’ asked Michael.

‘Equal to what?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘You want pigs to be treated as equals to humans?’ said Michael.

‘Oh no, I think we deserve to be treated better,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘How many wars have humans started?’

‘Umm, a lot?’ said Michael.

‘Exactly,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘How many wars have pigs started?’

‘None,’ suggested Derrick.

‘Just right,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Because we’ve got the good sense to lie around in mud eating all day. We’re much more sensible creatures and deserve to be treated as such.’

‘So you were going to tell us a story,’ prompted Derrick, before his nanny could start going on about pigs’ voting rights, an issue she felt very strongly about. Not only did she think all pigs over the age of three should have full voting rights, she thought that any human that ate a bacon sandwich should lose the right to vote. And she was not afraid of stopping their local member of parliament in the street and telling him all about this.

‘Oh yes,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘My story takes place many years ago, in the olden story times in Denmark. Have you ever been to Denmark, children?’

‘No,’ said the children.

‘Remind me to take you there one day,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘The Danish, despite their pigism, do know a lot about some very important things.’

‘Like what?’ asked Samantha. She imagined that they had uncovered a secret for sustainable power or curing goosebumps.

‘The Danish invented a pastry dessert so good,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘that they called it the “danish”. It is the national emblem of their country.’

‘Is that true?’ asked Michael.

‘It must be,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘What greater honour could you bestow upon a dessert than naming your whole country after it? And danishes have fruit in them!’

The children gasped. They knew that their nanny rarely approved of fruit.

‘So to have fruit and still manage to taste delicious is an amazing accomplishment for which the entire nation should be proud,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘But I digress. If you ever go to Denmark, the first thing you will notice, after you spend three or four days appreciating how wonderful the local baked goods are, is that it is cold.’

The children nodded.

‘Now I know you think you know what cold is,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘because we have winter here and it gets very nippy and if we get wet when it’s cold we all get very unhappy. But the Danish, indeed all Scandinavians, take coldness to the next level. It is seriously mind-numbingly, finger-freezingly cold in their country. Have you heard of Santa Claus?’

‘Is he Danish?’ asked Michael.

‘No of course not,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Although now I think about it. Perhaps he is. That would explain his weight issues, if he had been eating all those danishes. But no, Santa lives at the North Pole, and we all know how cold that is with the reindeer and the ridiculous fur-lined clothes he wears. Well, the North Pole is practically next door to Denmark, so they have it just as bad there.’

‘So in short,’ said Samantha, ‘Denmark is cold.’

‘Yes,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Now the story I’m going to tell you is a famous story written by my dear great-great-great-great-great-cousin Hannah Christian Anderson Piggins. And it is the story of “The Normal-Sized Match Girl”.’

‘Don’t you mean “The Little Match Girl”?’ asked Derrick.

‘No, I don’t,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I don’t understand why books about girls have to specify that they are “little”. “The Little Match Girl”, “The Little Mermaid”, The Little Princess, Little Women, the Little Miss books . . . There are millions of them. Why “little”? Why is “little” so important? I’ll tell you why. It’s because people want girls to take up a little amount of space. They want their girls to be small and quiet and polite and little. It’s outrageous. Napoleon didn’t like it when people pointed out that he was little.’

‘But he was,’ said Michael.

‘But it was rude to say so,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Everyone knew it. So no-one said it to him. So why do we only admire girls for being little. It’s not like they have much control over their height. Unless they’re unfortunate enough to have a piano fall on their head and really you shouldn’t be encouraging girls to do that sort of thing.’

‘So your story is about the normal-sized match girl?’ asked Derrick.

‘Oh yes, I was telling a story, wasn’t I? “The Normal-Sized Match Girl”,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘As is so often the way in these stories, she had an absolutely beastly father.’


‘Like our father?’ asked Michael.

‘Even worse,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘The normal-sized match girl’s father never had any money. Probably because he lived in Denmark and couldn’t resist spending all he had on danishes. Can’t say I blame him for that. He was only human, after all. Since he didn’t have any money, he couldn’t afford to buy his normal-sized daughter a coat or shoes. So she was not dressed for the weather, and then, to make matters worse – because this was the olden story days, before child labour laws were introduced – he forced her to go out and work!’

‘At a law firm?’ asked Michael. That was what their own father did for a living and Michael was only seven, so he didn’t know about the great range of possible professions.

‘No, he was a bad man but he wasn’t that bad,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘He forced her to go out into the street and sell matches. Every morning, he would give her a big handful of matches and she wasn’t allowed to come back that night until she had sold them all.’

‘Gosh,’ said Samantha.

‘I know,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘People say I’m an irresponsible childcare worker, but I could have gotten away with much more back in the olden story days.’

‘You’d never make us sell matches, would you?’ asked Michael worriedly.

‘Of course not!’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘If we ever became so poor one of us had to go door-to-door selling tiny flammable sticks, I’d make your father do it. It would do him good to get more exercise. And he would meet the neighbours, which they would love after all the stories I’ve told them about him over the years.’


So this match girl set out into the streets of the city. It was very cold, as you can imagine, without shoes or a coat. She held her shawl tight about her, but the wind blew and seemed to go straight through the threadbare material. She kept walking to try and stay warm, but it was no use. The icy wind got right into her bones.

‘This story is so dreadful!’ wailed Boris. ‘Why didn’t she just grow fur?’

‘Humans can’t grow fur,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Except on their heads . . . and their faces if they are men . . . or bearded ladies from the circus. But this was a young, normal-sized girl. She wasn’t old enough to become a bearded lady and grow a beard. She trudged the street, going door-to-door, trying to sell her matches. But no-one would buy them.’

‘Why not?’ asked Michael.

‘Because it was Denmark!’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘It was freezing cold and they weren’t ninnyhammers, so they all had plenty of matches already. When they opened the door to find a normal-sized girl with a handful of something they already had, they couldn’t shut the door quickly enough. After all, it was cold outside and there was a terrible draft. Eventually it grew dark and the normal-sized match girl had still not sold any matches. And she was frightened to go home, for fear of what her father would do.’

‘What would he do?’ asked Michael.

‘He’d force her to clean out the U-bend under the sink,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Ew,’ said the children.


‘And not the kitchen sink, which just gets filled with rotting food, but the U-bend under the bathroom sink – the one that gets clogged with all the hair and gross things people spit out,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘That’s disgusting!’ exclaimed the children.

‘Exactly,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘There was no way she could return home. But the girl was so cold and exhausted that she became delirious. She couldn’t think straight, her brain was so frosty. So she found a corner between two houses where it was sheltered from the wind, and she lit one of her matchsticks.

The match flashed alight and the tiny orange flame let out a small warm glow. It didn’t just feel beautiful to her exhausted body, it looked beautiful as well. The golden light danced in the air against the snow-decked streets. The flame almost looked alive. She stared right into the heart of it. And she started to see a wonderful vision – a warm fireplace, a delicious roast banquet with potatoes and gravy and stuffing balls, steaming hot mugs of hot chocolate – then suddenly, SPLASH!

A great bucket of water flew through the air and hit her match, putting it out instantly.

‘Aaagh!’ screamed the normal-sized match girl.

‘What on earth do you think you are doing!’ demanded my cousin, Hannah Christian Andersen Piggins.

‘I was just trying to stay warm,’ said the girl, now shivering even harder because her hands were wet.

‘But you’re a child!’ declared Hannah. ‘And children should never play with matches. It’s dangerous. That’s how fires start.’


‘I was just dreaming of a fire,’ said the girl. ‘And how nice it would feel to be warm again.’

‘Well, it wouldn’t feel nice when you got a third-degree burn,’ said Hannah.

‘I’m so cold, I just wanted a moment of warmth,’ said the girl.

‘A naked flame in the street is ridiculous,’ scolded Hannah Piggins. ‘This is the olden story days – the streetlamps are lit by gas. You could start an explosion.’

‘What am I to do?’ said the girl. ‘I’m so cold.’

‘Put some shoes on,’ urged Hannah. ‘This isn’t the beach.’

‘I don’t have any,’ said the girl.

‘No shoes!’ exclaimed Hannah Piggins. ‘That’s outrageous. I’d offer to give you some of mine, but I’m a pig, so I don’t have great huge galumphing feet like a human. I have elegant tiny trotters like a lady. But I’m sure we’ll find something that will do.’

So Hannah Piggins took the normal-sized match girl into her home and sat the girl down at the kitchen table as she disappeared into the pantry.

‘The pantry?’ said Samantha. ‘I thought she was going to find shoes.’

‘She was a Piggins,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘All her creativity flowed from the kitchen. She emerged with great long reels of liquorice.

‘I got this in because I was going to make liquorice bullets to fire at the wicked old lady next door using my pea shooter,’ said Hannah Piggins. ‘But I suppose I could make do with peas instead. Here, let’s make you some shoes.’ She set to work wrapping the liquorice around-and-around the girl’s feet until they were completely encased in the black candy.

‘Now we’ll just stick your feet in a moderate oven for five minutes,’ said Hannah Piggins.

‘She stuck the girl’s feet in an oven!’ exclaimed Michael.

‘The normal-sized match girl didn’t mind,’ Nanny Piggins assured him. ‘She was very cold, remember? Five minutes later, the oven timer pinged. The girl pulled her feet out to find the liquorice had moulded to them perfectly. They were divinely comfortable, waterproof, thick and sturdy shoes. Best of all, if she ever got a little bit peckish she could always lick them. The normal-sized match girl was delighted.

‘Thank you very much,’ she said. ‘I suppose I’d better go home now.’

‘But where’s your coat?’ asked Hannah Piggins.

‘I don’t have one,’ admitted the normal-sized girl.

‘Don’t have one? In Denmark in winter? Preposterous!’ declared Hannah Piggins. ‘Wait here.’ She disappeared into the pantry again and reappeared a few moments later with a massive sack full of marshmallows.

‘Marshmallows,’ marvelled Michael. He loved a marshmallow himself, particularly when it was bobbing up and down in hot chocolate. ‘What was she going to do with those?’

‘You’ll see,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘My great-cousin new a thing or two about thermal dynamics. Do you know what a puffer coat is?’

‘Yes,’ said Samantha. ‘They’re those big quilted jackets filled with down feathers or polyester stuffing to keep you warm.’


‘That’s what they’re made out of now,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘But it was actually my cousin Hannah who invented the puffer coat. She wasn’t just a literary genius, she had a good deal of practical common sense as well. So rare for a writer. That night, she made the world’s first puffer coat. But she didn’t fill it with feathers or polyester stuffing. She filled it with another light and airy stuffing material – marshmallows.’

‘The kind you eat?’ asked Michael.

‘Yes, she got an old pillow case, filled it with marshmallows so that it was like a doona and then used that to fashion a coat,’ explained Nanny Piggins. ‘It looked lovely and it smelled even better. The normal-sized match girl was getting to be as warm as toast.

‘Thank you so much,’ said the girl. ‘I really should go now.’

‘But you haven’t got a hat,’ said Hannah Piggins.

‘No,’ said the girl. ‘It blew away in the wind.’

‘Blew away,’ exclaimed Hannah Piggins. ‘It can’t have been much of a hat. Wait here.’ She disappeared into her pantry again and came out a moment later with a sheet of puff pastry.

‘Stand still,’ ordered Hannah Piggins. She shaped the puff pastry around the girl’s head, bathed it in an egg wash and popped it in the oven.

‘While it was still on the girl’s head?’ asked Michael.

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘It’s one thing to put your feet in the oven, but you can’t put your head in the oven. How could you eat biscuits and drink hot chocolate while you wait for your hat to bake?’


Michael felt like a fool for asking.

‘Twenty minutes later,’ continued Nanny Piggins, ‘the oven pinged and the normal-sized match girl had a beautiful, toasty-warm, gold-brown pastry hat to wear.

The girl was overjoyed. ‘How can I ever thank you?’

‘I’ve got a deadline tomorrow,’ admitted Hannah. ‘I don’t suppose you’ve got any ideas? I’ve got to have a three-thousand word fairytale for my editor first thing in the morning.’

‘Why don’t you write a story about a poor normal-sized match girl freezing in the snow, with nothing to keep her warm except her matches,’ suggested the normal-sized match girl.

‘That might work,’ said Hannah Piggins. ‘But what if, instead of the normal-sized match girl, I made her the little match girl. Readers are unnaturally obsessed with diminutive girls. And frankly, I must pander to the masses. If my stories don’t sell I won’t be able to afford to keep cupboards full of confectionary that I can brilliantly transform into winter wear for passing strangers.

‘That’s fine with me,’ said the girl. She went home very happy indeed.

‘But wasn’t her father beastly when she got home and she hadn’t sold any matches?’

‘She didn’t care what he had to say about anything,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘She was wearing the first ever puffer coat in the history of the planet. She copied the design, set up a factory and started selling them all around the world. She hired all the match girls (of various sizes) in Denmark to come and make them so they wouldn’t have to wander the streets with dangerously flammable sticks anymore.

The only thing was she did have to change one aspect of the design. She swapped the marshmallows for feathers, because the match girls kept eating the filling and the coats weren’t as warm as they should be. Once she’d sorted that out, she became a huge international hit. And Hannah became a household name, though sadly not using her real name. And they all lived happily ever after, except for the beastly father, who got corns on all of the toes on his feet and was forever stubbing them. The end.
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Just add ninjas. Children love violence. I know they shouldn’t, but they do. Go with it. While reading Anne of Green Gables, casually mention at some dull point when Gilbert Blythe is being exceptionally drippy that suddenly some ninjas jump out of a bush! Then get Marilla to bust out some kendo moves with a garden rake. It’ll be awesome. You can even act it out yourselves. There’s nothing like throwing in a good mixed martial arts battle to tire your kids out ready for bed.
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It was late in the Green house. The children should have been in bed hours ago, but they had been in a high-speed chase with an ice-cream van – a chase which they’d won – so they had eaten a lot of ice-cream. And now, thanks to the adrenaline of the chase and the sugar of the ice-cream, they weren’t at all sleepy.

‘How shall we while away the time?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘I know, let’s make prank calls to the Headmaster!’

‘No,’ said Derrick. ‘He blocked your calls, remember.’

‘Oh yes,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Such a spoilsport. And after I found a thesaurus the other day so I know lots of new synonyms for nincompoop.’


‘We could go to bed,’ said Samantha.

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘You can’t possibly eat eighteen litres of ice-cream and then go to bed. Your legs won’t have it. They’ll get restless. Then you’ll need to get up and jog on the spot and no-one likes jogging, so it’s best we all stay up.’

Now readers, I want to assure you that Samantha was a sensible girl. She had not eaten eighteen litres of ice-cream. She had only eaten one. But, having a weak human digestive system, even this moderate amount was making her feel a little ill and giddy from all the carbohydrates flowing through her blood stream.

‘Then what are we going to do?’ asked Michael.

‘After all that ice-cream,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘we need to eat something healthy to calm our stomachs. I wonder if there are any doughnut vans driving around the neighbourhood that we could chase.’ She looked out the window optimistically to check.

‘I don’t think there are such things as doughnut vans,’ said Derrick. ‘And if there were I doubt they would be driving around at 2 o’clock in the morning.’

‘Yes,’ said Michael. ‘Someone would have warned them that you live here.’

‘And doughnuts aren’t health food,’ Samantha pointed out. She had a particularly miserable PE teacher who had gone to great lengths to ruin eating doughnuts for her students by listing exactly what was in them.

‘Of course they’re healthy,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘There are absolutely no calories or sugar or fat in the middle of them.’

It was late and the children’s brains were not operating at full efficiency. They looked puzzled as they struggled to come to terms with their nanny’s reasoning.


‘Plus,’ continued Nanny Piggins. ‘Doughnuts have a much higher surface area to volume ratio than regular cake, and a greater surface area means greater calorie leakage.’

‘What’s calorie leakage?’ asked Derrick. He didn’t really want to know, but now the idea had been put in his head he couldn’t not enquire.

‘It’s where calories get exposed to the atmosphere,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Which makes them evaporate.’

‘They do?’ asked Samantha.

‘Oh yes,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘It’s just like rust on a car except the opposite. Rust builds up. Calories disappear. That’s why you always weigh less in the morning than you do when you go to bed. Calorie evaporation.’

All three children were one hundred per cent convinced that this was not a scientific fact, but they didn’t like to say so. Never correct someone who has just run down and stopped a fully loaded ice-cream van using nothing more than a designer handbag.

‘Since there are no doughnut vans in the street,’ said Michael, sadly glancing out the window just to check and be sure, ‘why don’t you tell us a story instead?’

‘I suppose I could,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘All the running we did today actually reminds me of one of my distant relatives.’

‘It does?’ asked Samantha. Nanny Piggins had so many impossibly glamorous and incredibly interesting relatives. If it was a story about one of them, it was sure to be good.

‘Yes,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘She was a great-great-great-great . . .’ She started counting the greats on her trotters, then realised she didn’t have enough. ‘. . . Let’s just say great to the power of thirty-seven cousin. Her name was Aesop Piggins.’


‘Aesop!’ exclaimed Derrick. ‘The legendary storyteller from Ancient Greece?’

‘You’ve heard of her?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘Everyone has heard of Aesop,’ said Derrick. ‘He wrote hundreds of famous stories. “The Boy Who Cried Wolf”, “The Tortoise and the Hare” . . .’

‘But wasn’t he a man?’ interrupted Michael.

‘Humpf,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Men are forever claiming the work of pigs.’

‘Wait a minute,’ said Samantha. ‘So you’re saying that not only was Aesop a woman, she was also a pig!’

‘Of course,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Aesop wrote her stories 2600 years ago. It has to be a really good story for people to still remember it after all this time. You don’t think an average human could do that, do you?’

‘But a pig?’ said Derrick.

‘It makes much more sense,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘What sort of things did Aesop write about? “The Lion and the Mouse”, “The Boy who Cried Wolf”, “The Goose that lay the Golden Egg” . . . they’re all stories about animals, aren’t they? It only makes sense that they were written by an animal. Humans are too vain and self-absorbed to write about other species. It’s one of their many flaws.’

It was at this point that the ice-cream, combined with their nanny’s logic and the lateness of the hour, began to make the children think that this reasoning actually made sense.

‘I will tell you her most famous story,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘“The Tortoise and the Hare . . . and the Pig”.’

‘Wait a minute,’ said Derrick. ‘Aesop’s most famous story is “The Tortoise and the Hare”. There’s no pig in it.’


‘Not in any published copies,’ admitted Nanny Piggins. ‘But that is because when it was written down it was written by humans, and as you know they’re dreadfully lazy.’

Michael nodded. He was certainly lazy himself, especially when someone asked him to make his bed or wash behind his ears. He always found something better to do. Like sit still and do nothing.

‘No, the real original story, as first told by cousin in 590 BC, was about the tortoise, the hare and the pig,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘It all started with the hare telling all the woodland creatures how deeply impressive he was and boasting how fast he could run from here to there and back again, when his story was interrupted by snoring.’

‘Snoring?’ said Michael.

‘Yes,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘The tortoise had fallen fast asleep right in the middle of his anecdote.

Now I know this is dreadfully rude. But you have to understand it was a lovely hot sunny day, the type of weather where you just want to close your eyes and relax, and the tortoise had had a busy time the night before finalising his tax return. So all that talk of running, which after all is the most boring topic on earth, soon put him to sleep.

The hare did not like this one little bit. He was offended that the tortoise wasn’t deeply impressed. So he challenged the poor tortoise to a running race.

The tortoise didn’t know what to say. One moment he was having a lovely nap and dreaming of eating lettuce leaves – I know that sounds disgusting but it’s what tortoises like. They don’t even dip it in chocolate first, can you believe it? – then suddenly he finds himself entered in a long-distance foot race with a chattering bunny. The tortoise was so horrified he was speechless. Which was a shame because if he had thought of something to say, like ‘I’ve got to go, my house is on fire’ or ‘Oh no, I’ve just remembered I’ve got to fly to Brazil’, perhaps he could have gotten out of it.

The next morning the hare and the tortoise met for their race. Hundreds of other animals had gathered to watch. Which was why my cousin Aesop Piggins was there. She was running a food stand and selling chocolate bars to the spectators. She was quite the entrepreneur.

‘Wait a minute,’ said Derrick. ‘Had solid chocolate even been invented 2600 years ago?’

‘Oh goodness yes,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘We just didn’t let humans know about it until the nineteenth century. We knew they didn’t have the willpower to be able to resist it and eat it in reasonable amounts.’

‘You don’t eat it in reasonable amounts,’ Michael pointed out.

‘No,’ agreed Nanny Piggins. ‘No pig does. That’s how we know humans couldn’t either.’

When everyone was gathered, the hare couldn’t resist some more speechifying, so he said, ‘Today I will prove who is the fastest animal once and for all, me or the tortoise.’ Everyone laughed because they thought it was so clearly the hare. But mid-speech the hare was interrupted.

‘Hah,’ scoffed Aesop Piggins. ‘Neither of you is the fastest animal. I’m much faster than both of you put together and multiplied by ten.’


‘What are you talking about?’ asked the hare. ‘You’re just a pig.’

‘I beg your pardon,’ said Aesop Piggins in a really threatening way. It’s amazing how much menace you can put into four polite words if you summon every ounce of your inner rage.

‘Well, you’re not exactly built for speed, are you?’ said the hare.

‘What are you trying to say?’ asked Aesop Piggins.

‘Well, you’re, you know, f–’

‘He didn’t say it?’ interrupted Samantha. ‘Not . . .’ She couldn’t say the word out loud. She knew it was offensive to many, but especially Nanny Piggins.

Nanny Piggins shook her head and dabbed away a tear. ‘I can’t say the exact word he used, but suffice it to say it rhymed with bat. And it is a nasty way of describing someone who was born with big bones.’

Michael squeezed his nanny’s trotter to be supportive.

‘Obviously, Aesop Piggins could not stand for that,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘She climbed straight over the top of the counter of her stall to confront the hare.

‘Right, that’s it,’ said Aesop Piggins. ‘I am going to teach you a lesson. Actually, two lessons! One about who actually is the fastest animal. And another about why you should never ever be rude to a lady. Especially a lady pig, because we have standards.’

She took her place alongside the other two athletes.

The only animal who had brought a handkerchief was a hedgehog, so he was elected the starter. He held up his handkerchief and announced, ‘On your marks . . . get set . . .’


He didn’t even get to say ‘go’ before the hare took off running. He whizzed across the clearing and down the path deeper into the forest.

The tortoise was a little slower off the mark. He actually waited for the word ‘go’ and for the handkerchief to come down, then he took off jogging at his own personal best pace. Which is faster than a slug but almost nothing else.

Meanwhile Aesop Piggins stood absolutely stock still as she just watched the other two runners run away.

Why?’ asked Derrick.

‘Because she was determined to not just beat them, but to utterly crush them,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘And how did not running help with that?’ asked Michael.

‘Motivation,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Summoning all your rage, right from the bottom of your trotters, is an important part of any competitive endeavour. She wanted to vibrate with the need for revenge, so watching the other two leave was necessary. Once they were out of sight, she turned. All the other woodland creatures were watching her to see what she would do. Well, she showed them. She went back to her stand, sat down and started eating chocolate.’

‘What?’ said Michael.

‘She opened a chocolate bar and started eating,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘She didn’t run at all? Neither quickly nor slowly and steadily?’ asked Derrick.

‘No,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Oh, the hare and the tortoise did that. The hare took off and ran really quickly, got so far ahead he was bored, then stopped for a rest and fell asleep. The tortoise diligently jogged at his very slow pace. And that all went on for some time. It was very tedious.’

‘But that’s the bit of the story we know,’ said Samantha.

‘Yes,’ agreed Nanny Piggins. ‘For some reason, human storytellers always focus on the boring bits. But while all that was going on, Aesop Piggins was eating chocolate. It took her a while to eat her entire stock.’

‘Because she ate them slowly and steadily,’ guessed Michael.

‘Gosh no,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘She was a pig. She scoffed rapidly and enthusiastically with absolutely no nap breaks, let me assure you. After her three-hundredth chocolate bar she was just starting to feel really good. She threw the last wrapper in the bin, because Piggins’ never litter, and strode out to the start line.

All the animals were still watching her. They hadn’t been able to tear their eyes away because her eating performance had been breathtaking. The hare and the tortoise had been gone for at least twenty minutes at this stage. They were expecting the hare to race back any second now.

Aesop Piggins took a deep breath. After all that chocolate she had reached a higher state of mental clarity – or sugar delirium, which is much the same thing – and was feeling very philosophical. ‘I know it is petty of me to want to best these poor deluded animals. But sometimes the kindest thing you can do for another is to vanquish them with superior athleticism.’

She turned to the hedgehog, ‘Are you going to say on your marks, get set, go?’


‘I did that once already,’ said the hedgehog.

‘Fair enough,’ said Aesop Piggins with a shrug. ‘I’ll just go then.’ And with that she took off.

‘Running?’ asked Michael.

‘I suppose so,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Although no-one could really tell. She took off so fast it was more like a rocket launching. You see, she had fuelled herself up with so much chocolate she was an unstoppable force. She blasted through the forest. Trees were bent over by the suction of her whizzing past. At one point she reached such high speeds she created a sonic boom that could be heard as far away as South Korea.

She shot past the sleeping hare, past the trudging tortoise and was back at the finish line just seconds after she’d started. And the only reason she stopped there was because she’d just remembered that she’d hidden an extra chocolate bar up the tent pole of her marquee. The end.

‘Wait a minute,’ said Derrick. ‘But this is a fable. Aesop’s Fables always have an ending with a moral or a lesson to be learned.’

‘This story does have a lesson,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘What lesson?’ asked Michael.

‘Never challenge a pig to a foot race when you know she has a large supply of chocolate nearby,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘That’s a very specific lesson,’ said Samantha.

‘Yes,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘But from that day to this, that is why pigs have always been excluded from all the running races at the Olympics.’

‘Is that the actual reason?’ asked Derrick. It occurred to him that no other animals were allowed to compete either.


‘Oh yes,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Because the Olympics were invented thousands of years ago in Greece, weren’t they? And those ancient Greeks could really hold a grudge. Time for bed.’
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It was late at night, but the dog needed a walk. Well, it wasn’t really the dog that needed a walk. It was Mum. But the dog was always her alibi when she wanted to get out of the house. Tammy didn’t like letting Mum out of her sight, so even though it was cold and wet and miserable and Mum would no doubt trick her into going for a ridiculously long walk, Tammy tagged along. The dog loved it. But mainly because the dog didn’t know what it was getting into yet.

‘It’s raining,’ said Tammy as they strode along the dark, quiet street.

‘No,’ said Mum. ‘That’s not rain.’

‘Then what’s the wet stuff on my face?’ asked Tammy.

‘That’s just tree rain,’ said Mum. ‘You know, when the wind knocks water off the trees that has been there from some earlier rain.’

‘It’s not tree rain, it’s rain rain,’ said Tammy.

‘It’s definitely tree rain,’ said Mum.

‘We’re not underneath a tree,’ said Tammy.

‘I suppose so,’ said Mum, looking up and getting more wet on her glasses. ‘It could be tree rain that’s blown here from a long way away.’

‘It’s rain,’ said Tammy.

‘I prefer to think of it as very thick mist,’ said Mum.

‘Ugh,’ said Tammy in disgust. ‘I can’t believe you’re making me walk in this.’

‘It’s good for the soul,’ said Mum. ‘Just think how much you’ll appreciate being warm and dry when it’s all over.’

‘If we don’t get lost and die,’ said Tammy.

‘We’re not going to get lost and die,’ said Mum. ‘We’re on a street with houses.’

‘What’s that noise?’ asked Tammy.

‘What noise?’ asked Mum. It was hard for her to hear, because she was wearing a ridiculous trapper hat with thick, fake-sheepskin flaps that came down over her ears. She lifted one of the flaps.

‘That weird droning noise,’ said Tammy. ‘It sounds like a siren.’

Mum listened carefully. It was a little hard to hear over the heavy mist. ‘That’s not a siren,’ said Mum. ‘That’s bagpipes. Where’s it coming from?’

‘A bagpiper,’ said Tammy.

‘Do you think we’re about to be attacked by an eighteenth-century Scottish infantry division?’ asked Mum.

‘They wouldn’t be out in this rain,’ said Tammy.


Tammy and Mum looked about. They were on a very ordinary back street in their country town with just normal family houses on either side. There were no cars or people to be seen. They kept walking.

‘There!’ exclaimed Mum. ‘There is a bagpiper.’

Standing out in the dark street, they could see clearly into one of the well-lit living rooms. A man in a black jacket was standing with his back to the window playing the bagpipes.

‘What’s he doing?’ asked Tammy.

‘Practising, I suppose,’ said Mum.

‘That’s ridiculous,’ said Tammy. ‘Why would anyone practise the bagpipes?’

‘To get better,’ suggested Mum.

‘Hah,’ said Tammy. ‘Can you get better at the bagpipes?’

‘Hmm,’ said Mum. ‘Perhaps he’s not trying to get better. Perhaps he’s trying to get revenge.’

‘On who?’ asked Tammy.

‘His neighbours,’ said Mum. ‘For some terrible misdeed.’

‘What sort of misdeed?’ asked Tammy.

‘It would have to be really, really dreadful,’ said Mum. ‘To warrant such brutal punishment. Perhaps they borrowed his lawnmower and forgot to return it.’

Tammy nodded. ‘Or perhaps they’ve got annoying kids who make too much noise during the day when he’s trying to work.’

Mum nodded. ‘You’re thinking of Daddy, aren’t you.’

‘It’s the type of thing he would do,’ said Tammy.

‘No,’ said Mum. ‘Daddy wouldn’t play the bagpipes. He would throw them over the fence at the kids.’

‘Maybe he’s practising bagpipes because he’s fallen in love with a lady bagpiper and he wants to impress her,’ said Tammy.


‘I’m pretty sure learning the bagpipes would be the single worst way to try and an impress a girl ever,’ said Mum. ‘Although that’s probably not fair. To play the bagpipes you’d have to have good breath control. That’s got to be useful.’

‘How?’ asked Tammy.

‘Well, if you accidentally drop a diamond ring in a lake and you need someone to swim to the bottom and find it,’ said Mum.

‘That happens a lot to you, does it?’ asked Tammy.

‘Admittedly, not me,’ said Mum. ‘But it’s the type of thing princesses in stories do all the time. And the thing about throwing a diamond ring into a lake is, while it’s fabulously dramatic at the time, you’d soon come to regret it because diamond rings cost a fortune.’

‘And in stories rings always have mystical powers,’ added Tammy.

‘That’s right,’ agreed Mum. ‘Perhaps the power of invisibility. Or the power of finding a spot in a crowded car park.’

‘You’d want that ring back,’ said Tammy.

‘Yes,’ said Mum. ‘So you’d need someone with good lungs to retrieve it for you.’

‘And how would that work?’ asked Tammy.

‘They didn’t have the internet back then,’ conceded Mum. ‘But in stories princes and princesses always just “let it be known throughout the land”. I’m not sure what that involves. Probably a town crier going and yelling about it on every street corner. So this crier would tell everyone that the Princess needs a man . . .’

‘Or a woman,’ said Tammy.

‘Yes, or a woman,’ agreed Mum. ‘Gender doesn’t really matter. It’s swimming ability and breath control that’s crucial. The Princess needs a person to retrieve the royal magic diamond ring.’


‘Then what happens?’ asked Tammy.

‘Three people would come forward,’ said Mum.

‘Why three?’ asked Tammy.

‘It’s always three in stories,’ said Mum. ‘If you had any more the story would go on forever. The three people would be a prince – because you’ve always got to have a royal prince – as well as a brilliant scientist and a brave soldier.’

‘And how would that play out?’ asked Tammy.

‘Well, the royal Prince would be very glamorous,’ said Mum. ‘He would kiss the Princess’s hand, pay her outrageous compliments and gallantly assure her that she would soon be reunited with her ring.’

Tammy nodded.

‘Then he would dive into the lake,’ said Mum. ‘Which is when things would go horribly wrong. Because he’s a prince and he would forget to take his crown off and gold weighs a lot, and his royal robes would soak up all the water and he would soon be pulled to the bottom.’

‘That’s terrible,’ said Tammy.

‘Yes, because then the Princess would have to hitch up her skirt and dive in and fetch him,’ agreed Mum. ‘Next to try would be the brilliant scientist. He would step forward to assist the Princess. Of course, he wouldn’t make eye contact with her or speak to her at all because he would find her beauty terrifying, but he would make an ingenious robotic diamond-ring-seeking device.’

‘Cool,’ said Tammy.

‘He would throw the device in to the lake and switch it on . . .’ said Mum. ‘Then it would explode in sparks, because he forgot to make it waterproof.’

‘What a nong,’ said Tammy.


‘Exactly,’ said Mum. ‘Finally, the war hero would step forward. He wouldn’t make any speeches or use any inventions. He would just bravely dive in to the water.’

‘Cool,’ said Tammy.

‘Once in the water,’ said Mum, ‘he would remember than he couldn’t swim. And the Princess would have to hitch up her skirt again to save him as well.’

‘She’s not having a good day, is she?’

‘No,’ said Mum. ‘At that point she would give up all hope of ever finding her beloved magic royal diamond ring. She would sit on a rock and weep.’

‘Really?’ asked Tammy.

‘Princesses always do that in stories,’ explained Mum. ‘They’ve got to hit rock bottom. It gives the story more pathos. So anyway – she would be sitting there, weeping, when a bagpiper passed by. He wouldn’t realise that she was a royal princess, because she wasn’t really looking her best. There were tears streaming down her face and her gown had been drenched twice in muddy lake water. So he’d just say something like, “Hello, are you all right? Can I help you?”

‘She’d say, “Well yes, could you swim to the bottom of the lake and find my diamond ring, please? You see, I’m in fact a royal princess, and it’s a magical ring, so it’s kind of important.”

‘And this man would say, “Is that all? Sure . . .”’

‘The lake is fifty metres deep,’ the Princess would explain. ‘A royal prince, a brilliant scientist and a brave soldier have all tried and failed to fetch it.’

‘Oh, but they do not have my special, extraordinary skill,’ said the man.

‘What skill?’ asked the Princess.

‘I play the bagpipes,’ said the man.


The Princess would, of course, recoil in horror, but she would be too polite to actually say anything mean. She would summon all her royal training and say something like, ‘Well, that’s nice. But I don’t see how it’s going to help in this situation.’

‘Just watch,’ said the bagpiper. He waded out into the water, until he was up to his waist. Then he stood there and took one enormous, gigantic breath. Now if you or I were to draw in a huge breath it would probably take one or two seconds. But the bagpiper’s lung capacity was so enormous it took him two whole minutes to draw in every last particle of oxygen. He filled up every alveoli in his lungs to maximum capacity and, just when the Princess was beginning to grow concerned that his chest might explode, he plunged headfirst into the cold grey water.

Then that was it. Nothing happened.

The Princesses waited and waited. But nothing. She checked her watch. A long time had passed. She seriously considered going home and having a cup of tea, then popping back in half an hour to see if he’d emerged yet. But the whole time, the bagpiper was swimming down, down, down to the bottom of the lake. His amazing lung capacity had allowed him to do it.

When he got to the bottom there was so much mud and the water was so brackish he couldn’t see the diamond ring. But he was a bagpiper. His fingers were nimble and deft because they were used to finding the holes on the bagpipes. So he used his clever fingertips to feel the bottom of the lake. As he felt about, the tip of his pinkie brushed on something, and that fingertip knew it was not a pebble or a piece of weed or a fish. It was the diamond ring. He scooped it up and swam to the surface.

When he broke out of the water, gasping for air, the Princess had nodded off on the bank. After he’d fake coughed loudly a few times and dripped loch water on her shoes, she eventually woke up and was delighted to see him. She had been getting seriously worried about how she would explain a dead man floating in the lake when she got back to the palace. And she was overjoyed when he presented her with the ring. As he held it out to her, the man fell to one knee.

‘Ew, gross,’ said Tammy. ‘He’s not going to propose, is he?’

‘No, he just got a cramp in his leg from all that swimming,’ explained Mum. ‘He said, “Your majesty, would you do me the honour . . .”’

‘He is going to propose!’ exclaimed Tammy.

‘“Of allowing me to play the bagpipes for you,”’ said Mum.

‘The Princess was grateful to the man for retrieving her ring, but she was not that grateful,’ said Mum. ‘She slipped on the ring, with its magical power of invisibility, and ran away before he could start playing. And from that day to this, men around the world – but mainly in Scotland – have practised playing the bagpipes just in case they one day need to help a damsel in distress.’

‘That’s ridiculous,’ said Tammy.

‘Maybe,’ admitted Mum. ‘But can you think of a less ridiculous reason for playing the bagpipes?’

Tammy thought long and hard, as she stared in through the window at the lone man practising his loud wailing tune. ‘No,’ she conceded.

‘Then it must be true,’ said Mum. ‘This man must be a great romantic, hoping to meet a princess one day.’

‘You’re an idiot,’ said Tammy.

‘And by “idiot” you mean genius,’ said Mum.

‘I mean idiot,’ said Tammy. She had started walking on up the street.

‘Sure,’ said Mum. ‘I’m clever enough to know what you really mean.’












[image: image]




It was very early in the morning. Very, very early. So early that it was still dark and, because it was dark and it was winter, it was also very, very cold. Nanny Piggins and the children should have been at home tucked up in their nice warm beds, dreaming about whatever hot baked treats they would be having for breakfast – perhaps chocolate-chip pancakes, or cinnamon buns or chocolate-chip pancakes and cinnamon buns. But they were not doing this because they were sitting in the freezing cold inside Mr Green’s car, parked outside their local chocolate shop.

The shop did not open until 9 am, so there was absolutely no reason for them to be there so early. No sane reason, anyway. But Nanny Piggins had an insane reason. The chocolate shop had run out of cobbers (her favourite chocolate-covered caramels) earlier in the week, largely because Nanny Piggins had been in there and eaten them all. She had now endured three whole days without any. And she was not good an enduring. When Nanny Piggins endured, it was a dramatic process that involved a lot of sighing, a lot of complaining and a certain amount of wrestling if she suspected the chocolate-shop owner was holding out on her.

But Mr Bellamy had promised Nanny Piggins that he was expecting a new shipment first thing on Friday morning – and it was now Friday morning – which was why Nanny Piggins was sitting outside the shop at 4.45 am waiting for the ‘Closed’ sign to be flipped to ‘Open’.

‘You know,’ said Derrick, ‘I’m pretty sure if we went home and went back to sleep for four hours, we’d still make it back here in time for the 9 o’clock opening.’

‘But by then there would be a massive line of desperate chocolate lovers wrapped around the block,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Are there that many chocolate lovers who are really that desperate?’ asked Samantha.

‘Oh yes,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I know, walking about in day-to-day-life you will come across any number of deeply silly people and ridiculous nincompoops. But there are still a lot of extremely sensible people out there. And any sensible person must love chocolate, so how could they not be here first thing on the first day that the chocolate shop has cobbers again?’

The children were finding it difficult to follow this logic. Although, to be fair, it was painfully early in the morning, so they would have found it hard to find logic, even if it was logical. And Nanny Piggins’ logic definitely . . . was not.

‘What are we going to do while we wait?’ asked Michael.


‘We could wrestle?’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I just happen to have my hot-pink wrestling leotard on underneath my dressing gown.’

They were all still wearing their pyjamas and nightwear.

‘Maybe not,’ said Samantha. Nanny Piggins was a very enthusiastic wrestler who had invented several wrestling moves herself. Samantha did not want to be held in a triple-trotter lock before she’d had any breakfast.

‘Why don’t you tell us a story?’ suggested Derrick. He thought this was a safer option. Last time Nanny Piggins had demonstrated a wrestling move in the car, it had cost a fortune getting the upholstery repaired.

‘All right,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘It’s probably best I do tell a story to take my mind off things. It’s easy for you because you’re just human, but I’m a pig, with a sense of smell several thousand times greater than yours. It’s incredibly hard for me to sit here, right outside a chocolate shop, without leaping out, smashing the window and guzzling all the delicious-smelling chocolate I can find.’

‘You’re very brave, Nanny Piggins,’ said Michael.

‘I know,’ agreed Nanny Piggins. ‘Actually, my terrible hunger reminds me of the story of my great-great-great-cousin Marge.’

‘Did she break into a chocolate shop?’ asked Samantha.

‘No, she was a peasant in the olden days,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘She and her husband lived off a small plot of land. They were so very poor that they were forced to eat . . .’ Nanny Piggins stopped speaking while she struggled to contain her emotions. ‘. . . Those poor pigs. They were forced to eat . . . vegetables.’

‘Oh,’ said Derrick. Now Derrick knew that there was actually nothing terrible about eating vegetables. Under the right conditions they could, in fact, taste lovely. Especially if they had been baked in fat and covered in liberal amounts of salt. But Derrick was sensitive enough to understand that his nanny did not see things that way, and that this moment called for sympathy rather than accuracy. ‘Oh dear. That’s terrible.’

Nanny Piggins sobbed. ‘When I think of all they had to endure. Carrots, celery, cabbages . . .’ Nanny Piggins broke down and wept a little at this point. ‘It was such a brutally hard life. One day, they’d had a particularly bad wheat crop. When it was all milled up, it only made one cup of flour. Now what can you make with just one cup of flour?!’

The children didn’t answer – they knew it was a rhetorical question. Nanny Piggins was a maestro of baking. If anyone already knew exactly what you could make with one cup of flour, it was her. ‘It wasn’t enough for a cake. They didn’t have any eggs anyway, so they couldn’t even have made a cupcake.’

‘They could have made bread,’ suggested Michael.

‘Michael Green!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘How dare you! She was a Piggins. She may have been achingly poor and starving but she had standards. She would never bake bread. Not when she could combine her flour with butter and sugar and make a cookie!’

‘A cookie?’ said Samantha.

‘Yes. With one cup of flour you can actually make quite a large cookie,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘And Marge had a bit of an artistic streak. She wasn’t content with making a boring old round cookie. She had a teaspoon of powdered ginger in her spice rack, so she decided to make a gingerbread man.’


‘Yum,’ said Michael. He particularly liked gingerbread men – apart from being delicious, there was something fun about eating their legs and arms off.

‘Precisely,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Yum indeed. So Marge set to work mixing the ingredients.

She was so hungry it was a chore not to just break down and eat the raw dough. But her husband had worked hard in the fields that day and she wanted to surprise him with a treat when he came in.

She moulded the gingerbread dough into the shape of a man, gave it raisins for eyes, peel for a mouth and more raisins for the buttons down his front.

Obviously, her husband would never eat these, because they were fruit and therefore disgusting, but they did make the cookie look festive. She popped it on a baking tray and put it in the oven for twenty-five minutes at a moderate temperature. Twenty-three minutes later, her husband was just coming in from the field.

‘What is that heavenly smell?’ he asked. ‘Is that you, my dear? Are you wearing a new perfume?’ He was quite the silver-tongued smooth talker, as you can tell.

Marge just laughed, which is the best way to respond to all men when they say such ridiculous rubbish . . . that or stomping on their foot. Whichever you think is more appropriate in the moment.

‘Oh no,’ said Marge. ‘I have baked you a treat. I have baked you a gingerbread man.’

‘Oh my goodness,’ said her husband. ‘That is a wonderful surprise. I haven’t eaten gingerbread in years. Not since the great gingerbread zeppelin crash a decade ago.’

‘Samantha, make a note,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Remind me later to tell you the story of the time a great big massive hot air balloon loaded with cookies crashed into the forest.’

Samantha jotted this down.

‘I’ll just fetch it from the oven,’ said Marge. She picked up her oven gloves and opened the oven door. The divine smell grew even stronger as a waft of warm air billowed out into the room.

Marge was just reaching in to extract the tray when suddenly the gingerbread man jumped out.

‘No way!’ exclaimed Michael.

Now, Michael was seven years old, so he had been to preschool and proper school and he had heard the story of the gingerbread man many times. But even so, it is always shocking to hear tell of a snack coming to life.

‘Hello,’ said Marge.

‘Hello,’ said the gingerbread man. ‘Are you going to adopt me and raise me as your son?’

‘Well, no,’ said Marge. ‘I think you’re getting this confused with the story of Pinocchio. We were just going to eat you.’

‘What? All of me?’ asked the gingerbread man.

‘We’re pretty hungry,’ said Marge. ‘So yes.’

‘We’ll leave your head to last, if you like,’ said her husband. ‘Unless you wanted us to eat it first?’

‘I think it would be best to eat it first,’ said Marge. ‘I don’t want to have a conversation with his head while I’m eating his legs.’


‘Well, I don’t want to be eaten or have a chat,’ said the gingerbread man. ‘I’m out of here.’

And with that he took off, sprinting out of the kitchen and down the garden path.

‘Hey, come back here,’ called Marge.

But the gingerbread man had the taste of freedom now. He could feel the wind in his raisins, the sun on his crust. He was having fun. He called back to her without slowing down for a second. ‘Run, run, as fast as you can, you can’t catch me, I’m the gingerbread man!’

At this point Nanny Piggins stopped talking, snuggled down under her doona and closed her eyes.

‘Hey, wait,’ said Derrick. ‘You can’t stop there. It’s just getting good.’

‘What do you mean I can’t stop there?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘I’ve just told you an amazing story of a baked treat coming to life, having a conversation with his creator then demonstrating elite-level athleticism, and you want more?’

‘But how did it end?’ asked Michael. ‘Didn’t Marge chase after him.’

‘I beg your pardon!’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Marge was a Piggins! Pigginses do not run.’

‘You run all the time,’ Samantha reminded her. ‘When you’re chasing the ice-cream van or trying to get to Hans’ bakery before he closes.’

‘Pish,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘That’s different. That’s when there is a desperate medical crisis.’

‘How is getting ice-cream a desperate medical crisis?’ asked Derrick.


‘The ice-cream man would have a desperate medical crisis if he didn’t stop and sell me some,’ said Nanny Piggins.

The children nodded. They believed this to be true.

‘No. He might be a gingerbread man, he might be delicious and they might be hungry,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘but there was no way they were going to be tricked into taking exercise. Certainly not cardio-vascular exercise, which is always the most unpleasant type of all. It involves so much panting and sweating – how could they have enjoyed eating anything if they were forced to endure that first?

So the gingerbread man ran off down the road with no-one giving chase until he came to . . . a jaguar.

‘A jaguar?!’ said Michael. ‘You mean like the big cat from South America? What was a jaguar doing in farming land?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I didn’t ask. I suppose he was going on holiday. Perhaps he liked to paint watercolour pictures of idealistic rural scenes. It’s really none of our business what jaguars choose to get up to in their leisure time. But the jaguar was there. It was around about morning tea time. He was just starting to feel peckish when he looked up and saw a gingerbread man running towards him.

Of course, at first he assumed that he had just gone bonkers – perhaps from too much time in the sun – and he was seeing things. But the gingerbread man kept coming closer and soon the jaguar could smell him and hear him chanting, ‘Run, run, as fast as you can, you can’t catch me, I’m the gingerbread man.’


Now I don’t know if you’re aware of this but jaguars are actually very good at running. So when he heard this, the jaguar thought, ‘I bet I can’.

He sprang to his feet and leapt after the gingerbread man, sprinting as fast as he could. He raced down the country lane at lighting pace. But do you know what? He couldn’t do it. The gingerbread man just laughed and ran faster and faster. The jaguar tried running faster and faster too, but he could not keep up. The gingerbread man was too fast. The jaguar collapsed in a ditch and the gingerbread man kept running.

‘And that was it?’ asked Derrick. ‘The gingerbread man got away.’

‘Well, no,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘It just so happens, that on that very morning, an Olympic marathon was being held in the neighbourhood.’

‘The Olympics were being held just down the road?!’ asked Michael.

‘I know, it’s quite a coincidence isn’t it,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘The roads were blocked off to cars, and pedestrians lined either side of the street as all the best runners in the world ran down through the village towards them. They were expecting the lead runner to be from Kenya or perhaps Ethiopia or maybe Japan. The best runners often come from those parts of the world.

So they were astonished to see, leading the pack, a ten-inch high baked gingerbread biscuit. And the other runners weren’t going slowly. They’d been running for two hours already, so they were ravenously hungry. They all would have dearly like a bite of gingerbread.


But the gingerbread man was taunting the marathon runners. ‘Run, run, as fast as you can, you can’t catch me, I’m the gingerbread man.’ And he was entirely right. The best runners in the world, running as fast as they possibly could, could not catch the gingerbread man. He raced off into the distance, leaving them in his wake.

‘And then he got away and lived happily ever after?’ asked Samantha.

‘Well, no,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Eventually the gingerbread man ran out of road. It came to an end at a river. It had rained a lot recently and the water was too deep for the gingerbread man to wade across. And being made of absorbent biscuit dough, he couldn’t swim, because he would dissolve. He had no way of crossing.

And while he had outrun Marge, the jaguar and all the Olympic runners, he knew they would not be far behind. He really, really needed to get across. That is when he spotted a fox asleep on the river bank.

‘Oh dear,’ said Michael. Experience had taught him that stories never go well once a fox enters the action.

‘Excuse me, Mr Fox,’ said the gingerbread man, because he could be polite when he wanted something. ‘Could you please swim me across this river?’

Now the fox was not a fool, and he loved to eat things. Particularly things he wasn’t supposed to. So naturally he said . . .

‘Why, of course. Climb up on my back and I will swim you across the river.’

‘You do promise not to eat me?’ asked the gingerbread man.


‘Absolutely,’ said the fox. ‘Trust me. You can always trust a fox.’

‘This is a huge lie, by the way,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘You can never trust a fox. Particularly if you are a chicken. Being delicious is such a burden.’

So the gingerbread man stepped forward and was just about to swing his leg over the fox’s back, when . . .

‘The fox spun around and ate him?’ guessed Michael.

‘No,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘He never got a chance. At that moment, they heard the deafening roar of an engine. The gingerbread man looked up to see Marge fly over the hill on her Triumph motorbike. She skidded to a halt right next to them and snatched the gingerbread man up in her hand.

‘You can run faster than me, and a jaguar and a whole pack of Olympic runners, but you can’t outrun a 240 horsepower engine.’

‘What did the gingerbread man say?’ asked Samantha.

‘Nothing,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘He didn’t get a chance because Marge bit his head off. And let that be a lesson to you children – never make your lunch into an animate being. It only leads to exercise, which never helps digestion. The end. Oh, look, the chocolate shop is open. Let’s go!’
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Don’t give them a choice. Storytelling is good for children’s brains. It’s not all about literacy. It’s also about reassuring them that the good are rewarded and the bad are punished. And also demonstrating that you, as their grown-up, actually know stuff. So don’t ask if they want a story. Tell them they’re getting a story. It’s good for them. Like vitamins.
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Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children were waiting for the police to arrive. Normally, Nanny Piggins would flee as soon as she heard the police siren. It was instinctive for her. When you live most of your life in the circus, you are trained to run, leap and tightrope walk away from all law enforcement agents. But on this occasion she couldn’t. Indeed, she didn’t want to, because the police were coming to help her.

You see, Nanny Piggins had got her head stuck in the railings of a fence. This may sound silly, but I assure you it is very easy to do.

Nanny Piggins had been walking to school with the children, having a lovely conversation about the comparative benefits of using a bain-marie to bake cheesecake – a topic Nanny Piggins could and would discuss at great length – when something had caught her eye. A quick silvery glimmer. Her head had instantly snapped around for a closer look.

Now when Nanny Piggins looked, she didn’t just look with her eyes. She also looked with her nose. Because she was a pig, and a pig’s snout compared to a human nose is like an electron microscope compared to a human eye. It has inconceivable sensory power.

As Nanny Piggins peered, she took a great long sniff, and that’s when she identified the source. The glimmer was a golden ray of sunlight shimmering off the most precious substance known to pig – a chocolate-bar wrapper.

And if her snout was correct, as it always was, at the bottom of that wrapper there was still a portion of chocolate. Nanny Piggins responded instinctively. She lunged for it.

Unfortunately, this was where things had started to go wrong – there was a large wrought iron fence between her and the abandoned chocolate bar. It was the type of fence made in the previous century, when rich people had really known how to construct barriers to keep burglars out. A ten-tonne rhinoceros could charge this fence and not make a dent in it. So a forty-kilogram Nanny Piggins stood no chance.

It was amazing that she managed to get her head through the bars at all. It was a tribute to the bullet shape of her skull and the determination with which she sought to get her mouth to the chocolate bar. But, sadly, it was not to be.

The chocolate bar was a good two metres inside the fence, and her head was only twenty centimetres from the tip of her snout to her ears where she was lodged. Even extending her tongue as far as she could, she was well over a metre and a half short of her goal. Nanny Piggins shed bitter tears. And yet, these tears did not provide enough lubrication to facilitate her release.

She had not wanted the children to call the police sergeant. She was a trifle embarrassed to be in this predicament. What self-respecting circus pig gets stuck? She had escaped from a straitjacket inside a locked safe at the bottom of an aquarium full of sharks. But with these steel bars she had met her match.

‘The police sergeant said he’ll be about fifteen minutes,’ said Derrick as he jogged back to his nanny from the pay phone. ‘He’s sorry he can’t be quicker. But there’s an armed robber holding up the bank and the sergeant wants to try and arrest him first before coming over.’

‘That would be right,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘They say the police are meant to “protect and serve” the community, but as soon as there is something more fun happening they’re not interested in helping a poor pig in distress.’

Boris wailed as he heard this. He hated seeing his sister come to harm. He had terrible anxiety about what he would do if he had to cope without her. He’d been banned from all the honey shops in a five-hundred-kilometre radius, so he’d probably starve.

‘Why don’t we do something to take our mind off things?’ suggested Derrick. It was one thing for a pig to get stuck in a fence, but if a ten foot tall, seven-hundred-kilogram bear had a total emotional breakdown, the residents were sure to complain.

‘Like what?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘Eat a cake?’

‘We don’t have a cake,’ said Samantha.

‘You could bake me one,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘We don’t have an oven or cake ingredients either,’ said Samantha.


Nanny Piggins sighed. ‘Young people today. They’re so ill-prepared for life. When I was a girl, my mother never let me leave the house unless I had all the ingredients to make a chocolate mud cake in my pockets.’

‘Really?’ asked Michael. ‘But wouldn’t the butter melt?’

‘Indeed it did,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Which made it lovely and soft and ready to mix with the sugar I kept in my other pocket. Mother was such a practical woman. Although, sadly, her couture gowns always had butter stains.’

‘If we had a stick of butter, we could rub it on your ears so you’d slip out,’ said Derrick.

‘There, you see!’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Having cake ingredients in your pockets is tremendously useful.’

‘If you had cake ingredients with you when you left the house this morning you would have eaten them by now,’ said Michael.

‘True,’ conceded Nanny Piggins. ‘But if I’d eaten a cake, perhaps I wouldn’t have been so desperate to eat that chocolate bar.’

The children looked at the chocolate bar on the other side of the fence. The wrapper was still winking temptingly in the sun.

‘Who am I kidding?’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Nothing could have stopped me wanting to eat that chocolate bar.’

Derrick checked his watch again, ‘Well, we’ve got at least twelve minutes. Why don’t you tell us a story? That would take your mind off things.’

‘I suppose I could,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘But my spirit isn’t really in it. I’m feeling dangerously weak from lack of nourishment.’

‘You just ate twenty-three croissants at Hans’ bakery,’ Samantha reminded her.

‘That was just a light snack,’ said Nanny Piggins.


‘If I get that chocolate bar for you,’ said Michael, ‘do you think that would give you enough energy to tell us a story?’

Nanny Piggins sniffed. ‘From the smell of it, it’s half a square of dairy milk chocolate. So yes, I think that would give sufficient energy to tell a crackingly good yarn.’

‘Okay,’ said Michael. He stood up, walked three metres along the sidewalk, reached up, unlatched the gate and stepped through into the garden.

‘There was a gate?’ gasped Nanny Piggins.

‘And it was unlocked this whole time?’ asked Derrick.

‘I wish I’d noticed that earlier,’ said Nanny Piggins.

Michael popped the half square of chocolate into his nanny’s mouth, then handed her the wrapper so she could lick it thoroughly.

‘Mmmmmm-mm-mmmm-mm,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I’ll admit it is a trifle embarrassing for a pig of my calibre to be trapped by a mere fence. But having now eaten that chocolate, it was certainly entirely worth it. So what story should I tell you?’

‘A good one, please,’ said Michael.

‘All my stories are good,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘The question is, which one . . . I know. I’ll tell you the story of my great-aunt Jack Piggins.’

‘She was a woman called Jack?’ asked Samantha. ‘But isn’t Jack a boy’s name?’

‘It was short for Jacaranda,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘But no-one could spell that. Including her, so she shortened it to Jack. It made it much easier to fill out forms. Anyway, my story begins one dreadful day when Jack’s mother became lactose intolerant.’

‘Huh?’ said Derrick.


‘Someone had challenged her to give up chocolate for an entire month,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Remember, children, if any of your friends ever challenge you to do something so dangerous and foolish – they are no friend. Say no right away!’

‘How is giving up chocolate dangerous?’ asked Michael.

‘Don’t they teach you anything at school?’ demanded Nanny Piggins.

‘Not much,’ said Michael. ‘I’m only in year 2.’

‘Chocolate is full of so many different types of essential goodness,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘There’s calcium for stronger bones and teeth, vitamins for enabling enzyme reactions, fats for proper functioning cellular organelles and carbohydrates to fuel your body.’

‘I thought chocolate was full of sugar,’ said Derrick.

‘It is!’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Which is why it tastes so good! Something doesn’t have to taste like fungus scraped from the back of the kitchen sink’s downpipe to do you good, you know.’

‘But how is not eating chocolate dangerous?’ asked Samantha. She was a worrier and didn’t like to think that there was something she should be worrying about that she didn’t know of yet.

‘Well, you see,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘if you don’t eat chocolate for a prolonged period of time, your body forgets how to process it. All the microorganisms in your gut that digest chocolate die away.’

Boris wailed louder. ‘This story is so sad.’

Samantha gave him a comforting hug as he sobbed into her shoulder.

‘Then your body can’t digest chocolate at all,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘To eat chocolate at that point would make you bloat up and feel painfully uncomfortable. You might even explode.’


‘Is that true?’ asked Derrick.

‘Well, no,’ admitted Nanny Piggins. ‘But you should never let the truth ruin a good story. Where was I? Oh yes . . . Jack’s mother had gone for so long without chocolate that she could no longer tolerate it or any dairy food. So, since she couldn’t eat chocolate or drink milk or eat butter, she told Jack to sell their cow.’

‘Wait a second,’ said Samantha. ‘This story sounds familiar. Are you telling us the story of “Jack and the Beanstalk”?’

‘I am not,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I am telling you the story of “Jack and the Cocoa Bean Stalk”. Sadly it all took place back in the olden story days when people weren’t as familiar with cocoa as they are today, so the nincompoop who wrote it down got the type of plant wrong.

‘He said it was a beanstalk. But that is clearly ridiculous. No-one would climb a beanstalk. Why on earth would they? No-one would want to eat a bean. But a cocoa plant, that makes sense. If a giant cocoa plant with giant cocoa beans grew overnight in your garden, you’d immediately want to make giant chocolate bars, so you’d climb it as quickly as you could.’

Nanny Piggins stopped and started sucking on the already-licked-clean chocolate-bar wrapper, just to try and ingest every last microparticle of deliciousness.

‘What happened next?’ asked Michael.

‘What happened where?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘In the story about Jack and the cocoa bean stalk,’ said Michael.

‘Oh yes, I forgot I was telling you that one,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘You children really must learn to stop interrupting. It’s hard enough to concentrate with the scent of chocolate in the air. Where was I . . .?’


‘She took the cow into town to sell,’ prompted Samantha.

‘Oh yes,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘So she did.’

‘For just a handful of beans?’ asked Michael.

‘Of course not!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘The cow produced the very finest, richest, creamiest milk in all the land. She sold it for a fortune!’

‘So they made lots of money and lived happily ever after,’ said Samantha.

‘Not quite,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Jack was a Piggins. Once she had thousands of gold coins in her trotters, she did fully intend to return home and give them to her mother. Unfortunately though, the route home took her past a chocolate shop.’

‘Oh no,’ said Derrick. He knew his nanny and he knew that if his nanny’s great-aunt was anything like her great-niece, she was not physically capable of walking past a chocolate shop.

Her trotters drew her in through the front door. And, a few short hours of intense gluttony later, all the money was gone. She had nothing to show for the sale of the cow. When she realised what she had done, Jack sat down and wept. Much like Boris is doing now.

He was still sobbing softly into Samantha’s shoulder.

‘Oh, woe is me,’ said Jack. ‘I have sold my mother’s only cow and I have nothing to show for it.’

‘The chocolate-shop owner took pity on her,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘It is easy to take pity when you’ve just sold thousands of dollars’ worth of stock.

‘Here,’ he said, scooping up a handful of the cocoa beans he used to decorate his shop. ‘Give these to your mother.’


‘What is she going to do with this?’ asked Jack.

The shopkeeper shrugged. ‘It’s better than nothing.’

‘Not much better,’ grumbled Jack, but she tucked the beans in her pocket and trudged home anyway.

Now Jack’s mother was a good woman, really, despite her intolerance to chocolate. But how could she not be incensed by a child who had apparently swapped a perfectly good cow for a handful of shrivelled old beans? She was horrified by the terrible deal her daughter had struck. She ordered Jack to go to her bedroom and read several long and boring books about business negotiation. Then she angrily threw the beans straight out the window. Which, as you know, was very wrong of her. Just because you’re angry is no excuse for littering.

‘But surely it’s not littering if it’s beans?’ said Samantha.

‘If you leave beans lying around on the ground they will only attract pests,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Rats?’ asked Derrick.

‘No, worse, vegetarians,’ said Nanny Piggins with a shudder. ‘So anyway – Jack went to sleep. Very quickly, as it happens, because the business books were so boring. And when she awoke the next morning feeling very refreshed she looked at her alarm clock and realised she had overslept by two hours because it was still dark outside. This was very puzzling. There was no solar eclipse and no storms were forecast. Something was blocking out the light. Jack went to the window to see what it was and she spied it – a massive cocoa plant.’

‘You mean a beanstalk?’ said Michael.

‘Technically, cocoa grows on a bush,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Sadly, early story tellers were not sticklers for accuracy. Writers can be so lazy that way. But if you must refer to it as a beanstalk because that’s what you’re used to, I suppose that’s okay.’

Naturally, on finding a massive cocoa beanstalk in her garden, Jack had to climb it. You don’t get to be a lead character is a fairytale unless that sort of instinct is fundamental to your character.

Jack grabbed her grappling hook, vaulted out her window and set to work climbing. She climbed and she climbed. It was an incredibly big bush. It reached right up into the sky, all the way into the clouds. As she climbed through the clouds, she was startled by what she discovered.

‘That the clouds were made of cotton candy?’ asked Michael.

‘No,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Don’t they teach you anything at school? Clouds are made of sherbet puffs.’

‘Yum,’ said Michael.

‘And there – amidst the sherbet puffs,’ continued Nanny Piggins, ‘was a huge castle. Jack tentatively approached the building. She pushed open the massive front door and called out, ‘Yoo-hoo! Anybody home?’

And the response she heard was, HONK.

‘Honk?’ said Derrick.

‘HONK,’ confirmed Nanny Piggins. ‘HONK, HONK, HONK. Jack followed the honking and soon came to a massive chamber. In the middle of the chamber was a cage. The cage contained a goose and the goose said HONK, much like the horn on a motor car, only scarier. There is something intimidating about geese. They are bigger up close than you would think.’


‘And it was the goose that laid golden eggs?’ asked Derrick.

‘Oh no,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Much better. This was the goose that laid chocolate eggs.’

‘What?’ said Samantha.

‘Right before her eyes,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Jack saw the goose honk three times, then lay a chocolate egg.’

‘With coloured aluminium foil wrapped around it?’ asked Michael.

‘Don’t be silly,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘The goose had the amazing magical power to lay chocolate eggs, isn’t that enough? You want them wrapped in foil as well?’

‘Sorry,’ said Michael. ‘It’s just that chocolate eggs made me think of the Easter bunny.’

‘Ahh,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘As well they might. But let’s not get ahead of ourselves. The next moment, Jack heard huge, clomping foot-thumps.’

‘Don’t you mean footsteps?’ asked Samantha.

‘No, I mean foot-thumps,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Of a giant?’ asked Boris.

‘Of a giant bunny,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘“Fee fi fo fig, I smell the blood of a tasty pig,” said the giant bunny.’

‘Wait a minute,’ said Samantha. ‘The giant bunny is a rabbit and rabbits are vegetarians.’

‘Oh, you know lots of giant cloud-living rabbits, do you?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘You regularly dine with giant magical rabbits and take notes on their culinary preferences?’

‘No,’ admitted Samantha.

‘This was one very big and very unpleasant bunny,’ said Nanny Piggins.

Jack immediately made a snap decision. She couldn’t leave such a glorious chocolate-making goose in the care of a wicked rabbit for a moment longer. If this giant bunny was capable of threatening to eat a pig, who knew what it might do to the goose!

‘So what did Jack do?’ asked Derrick.

Jack picked the lock on the cage, which took less than a second, because she was a Piggins and we all have a natural talent for that sort of thing. She then presented a series of reasoned arguments to the goose on why she would be a much better choice as a roommate than the power-crazed bunny. The goose agreed and they both fled from the castle.

The giant bunny bounced after them. Each time it landed, the clouds of sherbet puffs shook and quivered beneath its giant feet. Jack was seriously worried they might fall right off the cloud and tumble to the ground hundreds of metres below. Of course, the goose would be fine because it could fly, but Jack was not a flying pig. Cannons had not been invented yet, so she didn’t know any of the correct landing techniques.

‘Your technique is just to aim for a backyard swimming pool,’ said Michael.

‘Yes,’ agreed Nanny Piggins, ‘And that is a jolly good technique. I highly recommend it. If you are going to plummet hundreds of metres out of the sky, a backyard pool is a much nicer landing place than a concrete tennis court or, worse, an avant-garde steel sculpture depicting man’s inhumanity to man.’

Anyway, the giant was thundering down the beanstalk towards them and, being a bunny rabbit, it moved rapidly. It didn’t climb down the bush, it leapt from leaf to leaf.


Jack called out to her mother, ‘Mum, help!’

Luckily, at that moment, Jack’s mother was pruning a particularly overgrown part of their hedge, so she just happened to have her chainsaw with her. It took her half a second to take in what was going on, and, with the mighty power of a protective mother, she pulled on the starter cord and the chainsaw roared to life.

BRRRNIIINNNNG BRINNGNGNNNGNG.

‘Stop enjoying the sound of the chainsaw and cut down this beanstalk!’ yelled Jack.

Mum didn’t have to be told twice. With two quick slices, she cut through the base of the stalk and the whole thing toppled over with a huge crash.

‘And the bunny died?’ asked Samantha.

Boris wailed at this thought.

‘No. The bunny fell and hit his head very hard,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘When he woke up, he had complete amnesia.

‘Who am I?’ asked the bunny. ‘What am I doing here?’

‘You are the Easter bunny,’ said Jack. ‘It’s your job to deliver chocolate Easter eggs to boys and girls around the world.’

‘Really?’ asked the bunny. It did not sound like a very believable story.

But at that exact moment the goose honked and popped out a chocolate egg.

‘Gosh,’ said the giant bunny. ‘I must be then.’

And so that’s what happened. From that day forth, the goose laid chocolate eggs and the bunny delivered them, but only after Jack had rigorously tested a large sample for quality.


‘You mean, she scoffed lots every day?’ guessed Michael.

‘Well, she was a Piggins,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘But the Easter bunny isn’t a giant,’ said Michael.

‘No, not any more,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Hopping around the world every year has been wonderful for his fitness. He’s very trim and lean these days. And Jack’s mum persuaded him to become a vegetarian, which means he doesn’t eat bacon sandwiches anymore either. So they all lived happily ever after. The end.’

Just then they heard the sound of a police siren getting closer.

‘Ah, here’s the police sergeant,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Sorry I took so long, Nanny P,’ called the sergeant. ‘The bank robber won’t surrender. I don’t suppose you’d come down and have a word with him?’

‘Of course,’ said Nanny Piggins, standing up and walking over to the car.

‘You’re free,’ said Derrick. ‘How did you get unstuck?’

‘It must have been all that talking,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘It would have worked my jaw loose. Let’s go and get this bank robber, but we must stop at the sweet shop on the way. If I’m going to persuade him to give up, I’ll need a large block of dairy milk chocolate to bribe him, and another one for me to reward me for my hard work.’
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Mr Brecht, Highcrest’s newest and laziest art teacher, finally arrived for class. Friday glanced at the clock and noted he was fourteen minutes late. This was actually a slight improvement. He had been sixteen minutes late on Tuesday.

Mr Brecht dumped his overflowing satchel and half-eaten cheese sandwich on the desk, crushing several origami turtles the previous class had painstakingly made, then looked up at his students, trying to gauge what grade they were so he could figure out what he should be teaching. It was no use. Teenagers all looked the same to him. He gave up and just asked, ‘So what was it we’re supposed to be working on today?’

‘Sculptures, sir,’ said Peregrine. ‘We finished them last week. You were going to fire them over the weekend.’


‘Oh, that’s right,’ said Mr Brecht. ‘I wondered why it was so stiflingly hot in here this morning. I suppose we should take a look.’

The whole class followed Mr Brecht over to the kiln. He swung the handle down, unlocking the latch, and pulled the door open. Inside was an impressive sight.

Twenty small statues stared back out at them. Most of the statues were ugly and poorly made, but there was something about having twenty statues staring at you at once. It was like being faced with an army of garden gnomes.

‘Oh dear,’ said Mr Brecht. ‘Someone’s has exploded.’

Now he pointed it out, everyone looked at the bottom of the kiln, which was covered in shattered pieces of baked clay.

‘Did someone put explosives in their sculpture?’ asked Patel.

Everyone turned to look at Ian. It was the type of thing he would do. He had a track record for imploding things, and exploding must be a similar skill set.

‘It wasn’t me!’ protested Ian.

‘It probably wasn’t anyone, just poor workmanship,’ said Mr Brecht. ‘If there is an air bubble in the clay, that can make a sculpture explode. That’s probably what happened. Whose was it? Come on, step forward and take your sculptures. We’ll see who’s left.’

Mr Brecht passed the sculptures out, with each student stepping forward to take their own. At the end there were three students standing empty handed. Friday, Ian and Mirabella.

‘One of you probably had an air bubble, and when it exploded it took out the other two,’ said Mr Brecht.

‘That’s not fair!’ wailed Mirabella.


‘What are you complaining about?’ said Ian. ‘It was probably your sculpture that blew ours up.’

‘How do you know that?’ demanded Mirabella.

‘Because Friday and I aren’t as lazy as you,’ said Ian.

‘Did you hear that,’ said Melanie, nudging Friday. ‘He paid you a compliment.’

‘I’m sure there’s a “but” coming,’ said Friday.

‘But it doesn’t matter,’ said Ian. ‘It’ll be a nice change for Friday not to get top marks in something.’

‘One of you had better sweep this mess out of the kiln,’ said Mr Brecht, sauntering back to the desk to eat the other half of his cheese sandwich.

‘I’ll do it,’ said Friday, sticking her head right into the kiln so she could get a better look.

‘It’s electric powered,’ said Ian. ‘There’s no point sticking your head in.’

‘Ahuh,’ said Friday. She wasn’t listening. Something about the damaged pieces did not look right to her. Friday fetched a dustpan and brush and carefully began sweeping the pieces out. She lay a large sheet of butcher’s paper on a spare table at the back of the room, then tipped one panful after another onto it until the kiln was clean.

‘What are you doing?’ asked Mr Brecht as he came to the back of the room. ‘Why are you laying all the pieces out on the bench? Why didn’t you put them in the bin? What’s wrong with you? Isn’t this classroom messy enough for you?’

‘I want to reconstruct the statues,’ said Friday.

‘What?’ asked Mr Brecht.

‘There’s plenty of craft glue in the storeroom,’ said Friday. ‘Litres and litres of the stuff. I want to use it to stick these statues back together.’


‘You’re pathetic,’ said Ian. ‘You can’t handle – just once – not getting top marks.’

‘I want to do it,’ said Friday.

‘But it would take hours to put them back together,’ said Mr Brecht. ‘If you can at all. There are three different sculptures. How are you going to tell which piece goes with which sculpture?’

Friday looked at her watch. ‘This is the last class of the day. I don’t have another class until 9 am tomorrow. That gives me seventeen and a half hours to give it a go.’

‘You’re bonkers,’ said Mirabella. ‘It’s just a statue.’

‘No, it’s more than that,’ said Friday. ‘It’s the principle of the matter. I want to know what happened.’

‘Oh, that’s it, is it?!’ said Ian. ‘You want to work out which sculpture exploded first. This is some sort of forensic investigation for you.’

‘It’s a much more interesting puzzle than anything Ms Emerson set for us in our maths homework tonight,’ said Friday.

Mr Brecht shrugged. ‘If that’s the way you want to spend your time, that’s fine with me.’

The class moved on to charcoal drawing while Friday sat at the back going through the pieces. At the end of the class she had made no visible progress. She hadn’t even fetched a bottle of glue yet.

‘Are you really sure you want to do this, Barnes?’ asked Mr Brecht. ‘There’s no shame in a D. I got plenty of them at art school. And now just one of my paintings could pay the wages of five of those stinking teachers.’

‘Then why did you take a teaching job?’ asked Melanie. ‘Why not just do a painting?’


Mr Brecht scowled. ‘I’ve got painter’s block.’

‘I didn’t know there was such a thing,’ said Friday. ‘Although I suppose it makes sense that if writers can get writer’s block then painters can get painter’s block.’

‘Do physicists ever get physicist’s block?’ asked Melanie.

‘All the time,’ said Friday. ‘That how they spend ninety-nine per cent of their careers – not quite being able to figure out the thing they’re working on.’

‘Well, I’ll leave you to it,’ said Mr Brecht. ‘If a more responsible member of staff comes by and asks why you’re in here, do me a favour and tell them you broke in to steal something. Don’t let them know I gave you permission. I can just imagine the bleating I’d have to endure if the Headmaster found out.’

‘It’s all right,’ said Melanie. ‘The Headmaster is used to Friday not being where she’s supposed to be when she’s supposed to be there.’

The rest of the class filed out and Melanie came over to sit next to her friend.

‘You can go too if you like,’ said Friday.

‘I can nap here just as easily as I can back in our dorm room,’ said Melanie. ‘Besides, it’s toad in the hole for dinner tonight and you won’t want to miss out. I can go up to the dining hall and fetch us both a plate.’

And so Friday set to work. As promised, Melanie went and fetched dinner, and a midnight snack and breakfast in the morning. It was eggs Benedict, so certainly worth the effort. All while Friday tirelessly examined and put together one tiny piece of broken statue after another.

At 9 o’clock, when the class filed back in, Friday was bedraggled and exhausted. She had dried glue all over her fingers, her hair and her brown cardigan. There were dark rings under her eyes and she was slumped to one side, clearly on the verge of collapse. Melanie looked much more presentable. Her clothes and hair were immaculate as she lay sound asleep on the floor under a blanket of cartridge paper.

‘So how did you go, Barnes?’ asked Ian. ‘Did you reconstruct your masterpiece?’

‘No,’ said Friday. ‘Although I did reconstruct yours. I like the way you used distorted shapes to represent your distorted feelings towards authority figures.’

‘What?’ said Ian. ‘It’s just a statue of a football player.’

‘It is?’ said Friday. ‘Oh, that explains a lot. I thought his leg was in the air in some sort of demonstration of rebellion against societal pressures.’

‘He’s kicking a ball,’ said Ian.

‘Oh,’ said Friday. ‘Well, I still like it.’

‘You stuck my statue back together too!’ exclaimed Mirabella. ‘I never asked you to do that! Quick, smash it again before Mr Brecht gets here.’

‘Too late, I am here,’ said Mr Brecht. They turned to see the art teacher step in through the door. ‘What’s going on?’

‘Friday reconstructed our statues,’ said Ian.

‘Which is totally unfair,’ said Mirabella. ‘Nobody asked her to. You gave me a D yesterday. You can’t take it back, sir.’

Mr Brecht peered at Mirabella’s statue. ‘I can see why you would be concerned,’ said Mr Brecht. ‘It’s rubbish. The worst statue I’ve ever seen. I’ve seen cow pats that are more expressive three-dimensional forms.’

‘But you promised me a D!’ wailed Mirabella.


‘I’ll tell you what,’ said Mr Brecht. ‘I’ll promise to give you a D if you promise to smash this as soon as class is over. It degrades art by just existing.’

‘Yes, sir,’ said Mirabella happily.

‘Why did you reconstruct Ian and Mirabella’s statues but not your own?’ asked Mr Brecht. ‘Is this some sort of performance art? If so, I’m going to give you an F because I can’t stand performance art. Anything that Yoko Ono does has a black mark against it for me.’

‘I didn’t reconstruct my own statue,’ said Friday, ‘because I couldn’t. And the reason I couldn’t is because the pieces aren’t here.’

‘Where could they have gone?’ asked Mr Brecht. ‘They can’t have been vaporised by the kiln.’

‘They were stolen,’ said Friday.

‘She’s finally snapped,’ said Ian. ‘She’s so deluded about her own greatness that she thinks someone would steal broken pieces of her pottery.’

‘Pottery has sent her potty,’ said Melanie, yawning as she woke up on the floor.

‘I have not gone potty,’ said Friday. ‘I do think someone stole my statue. But not the broken pieces. They stole the intact statue, then smashed the other two sculptures to hide their crime.’

‘But why would anyone do that?’ asked Mr Brecht. ‘I don’t remember your sculpture being so astonishingly good. A modest bust of a middle-aged woman, if I remember rightly.’

‘It was my tribute to Rosalind Franklin, the mother of genetics,’ said Friday.

‘And you think it was stolen by another fan of the history of genetics?’ asked Melanie.


‘Please, as if there would be two people that sad,’ said Ian.

‘The clue to who took my statue lies with the two small pieces they didn’t steal,’ said Friday, holding up two fragments of clay in the palm of her hand. ‘They chipped off part of the title of my piece. The words “the” and “of genetics”.’

‘So it was someone who doesn’t like the early history of genetics?’ asked Melanie, wishing she was still asleep because she was already hopelessly confused.

‘No, I doubt the thief has any regard for science at all,’ said Friday. ‘They stole the statue and chipped off all the words except one – “mother”. I think someone stole my statue to give to their mother.’

‘Who would do that?’ asked Mr Brecht. ‘It sounds ridiculous.’

‘I’m guessing a boy,’ said Friday. ‘The male gender has a tendency to wildly underestimate the value of giving gifts to women. Traditionally, husbands and fathers leave Christmas shopping until Christmas Eve, and they totally forget wedding anniversaries and birthdays. So I imagine the thief is a boy who forgot to buy his mother a birthday present. He didn’t get anything at all, and then, at the last minute, realising he was about to see his mother, he just grabbed the first thing that would do.’

‘A statue by you?’ asked Ian.

‘This school doesn’t have a gift shop,’ said Friday. ‘And we haven’t got internet access so we can send family members gifts. Really, whoever did it was trying their best.’

‘It’s still not much of a present,’ said Melanie.

‘Unless it is a boy whose mother looks like Rosalind Franklin,’ said Friday.

Peregrine gulped.

‘Did you have something to say, Peregrine?’ asked Friday.


Peregrine shook his head.

‘He’s lying,’ said Melanie.

‘How can someone be lying when they’re shaking their head?’ asked Ian.

‘I don’t know,’ said Melanie. ‘And yet they can.’

‘Peregrine,’ said Friday sternly, ‘is your mother a short-haired, brunette, thirty-seven-year-old woman?’

Peregrine burst into tears. ‘Yes. I didn’t understand why you made a sculpture of my mum. I thought you were taunting me. I thought the “mother of genetics” thing was just a reference to her being my mum, who I got all my genetics from.’

‘Why on earth would I do that?’ asked Friday.

‘I don’t know,’ said Peregrine. ‘You’re so smart I don’t know why you do anything you do.’

‘Did your mother like the statue?’ asked Friday.

‘Sort of,’ said Peregrine. ‘She didn’t hate it. She just said she would have preferred a bunch of flowers.’

‘I hope you’ve learned your lesson,’ said Friday.

‘I have,’ said Peregrine. ‘Next year I’ll steal some roses when Mr Pilcher isn’t looking.’
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‘Once upon a time there was a very stupid Prince,’ Nanny Piggins began.

‘Nanny Piggins, you can’t say someone is stupid,’ protested Derrick.

‘What? Not even if they are?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘Especially if they are,’ said Michael.

‘It’s rude,’ explained Samantha.

Nanny Piggins scowled. ‘Oh, heaven forbid that someone think I am rude.’

‘You’re the one who’s always telling us we shouldn’t be superficial in our judgments of others,’ Samantha reminded her.

‘Yes, that’s because you always want me to tell you stories about handsome princes and beautiful princesses,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘So for once, when I decide to mix it up, you complain!’

‘We just don’t want people to think you’re rude,’ said Michael. ‘Not when you’re so wonderful.’

Now, readers, this was obviously a piece of blatant sucking up, but Michael loved a good story and he really wanted his nanny to get on with hers, so he was prepared to be shameless in his flattery.

‘Very true,’ agreed Nanny Piggins.

It may sound conceited that she was agreeing she was wonderful, but it was factually correct. Nanny Piggins did any number of physically amazing things that filled the children with wonder on a daily basis. And she was a firm believer that while it was nice to be modest, it was wrong to lie.

‘So this prince was not the most accomplished academically?’ prompted Samantha.

‘I have no idea about his academic results,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I doubt he even went to school. Not many people did in the olden story days. People were too busy running away from wolves or towards animated gingerbread men. They led busy lives. But this prince was a poor specimen of a man.’

‘In what way?’ asked Derrick.

‘He was totally hopeless at getting married,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘I think a lot of adults are,’ said Michael.

The children had no idea how their own father had managed to woo their mother. They always assumed it had something to do with temporary amnesia, perhaps as the result of having an anvil accidentally dropped on her head.


‘Yes, but he was so hopeless at it,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘that he asked his mother to help him find one.’

‘Find what?’ asked Derrick.

‘A wife,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Oh,’ said the children.

‘Exactly,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Now, as you know, mothers are the most marvellous people on the planet. It’s perfectly fine to ask them to help you tie your shoelace if you’re four years old, or ask them to teach you how to juggle chainsaws if you’re seven and you’ve never done it before.’

Nanny Piggins had grown up in a circus where this was the type of life lesson young people turned to their parents for.

‘But for a twenty-nine-year-old man, a prince no less, heir to an entire kingdom, ruler of a country – for him to ask his mother to help him find a wife was just sad. Some might say stupid, if they were allowed to by the mean children they looked after.’ Nanny Piggins glowered at the children as she said this. She did not approve of censorship, especially not of her.

‘Perhaps his mother was really good at matchmaking,’ said Samantha.

‘What?’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘She couldn’t make matchsticks at all. She was a queen. She could barely do anything. She had servants for everything, including blowing her nose. So unhygienic.’

‘No, I mean perhaps she was good at helping couples meet,’ said Samantha.

‘Ooooh,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘No, she was hopeless at it. Royalty generally are. Which is ironic really, because in fairy stories, princes and princesses always live happily ever after. But in real life, princes and princesses usually sulk and eat too much cake and ride horses around the countryside brooding their whole lives.’

‘So what happened with this prince?’ asked Derrick.

‘Well, his mother had an idea. Now, I don’t blame her,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘It’s not her fault her son was hopeless. Although, I suppose in a way it was. Anyway, she came up with a cunning scheme to test any girl who wanted to become the royal Princess.’

‘That’s horrible,’ said Michael. He was thinking of maths tests. He thought it was abominably cruel if the Queen planned to force a girl to do one of those. ‘Did they have to do fractions or something?’

‘No, worse,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘You see, they’d had a problem with just run-of-the-mill, stunningly beautiful women coming to the palace and claiming to be princesses. They needed a way to weed these regular people out.’

‘What’s wrong with a regular person becoming a princess?’ asked Samantha.

‘They’re not prepared for it,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Royalty have to spend all day shaking hands with people – great long lines of them – everywhere they go. To cope with that you need to start training from birth to build up the wrist strength. Otherwise your hand drops off.’

‘Really?’ asked Michael.

‘Oh yes,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Why do you think Napoleon always had his hand tucked in the front of his jacket in portraits?’

‘His hand was cold?’ guessed Michael.

‘No,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘It’s because he wasn’t born emperor of France. So when he got the job, his hand dropped off. He kept it tucked in his shirt front so no-one would notice.’


‘Is that true?’ asked Derrick.

‘I assume so,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘It’s the only explanation that makes sense. Unless he had a very itchy chest for twenty years. But that’s too far-fetched.’

‘So how was the Queen going to test a woman’s royal status?’ asked Samantha. She was wondering if this would be a test she could herself pass, and that perhaps she was secretly a princess who had been kidnapped at birth.

‘With a pea,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Because princesses don’t like vegetables?’ guessed Michael.

‘Probably,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘But that’s not what the Queen had in mind. She reasoned that a true princess would be so pampered and super sensitive that if you put a pea under her mattress she would not be able to get a wink of sleep because she would be so uncomfortable.’

‘Huh?’ said Michael, scrunching up his forehead as he tried to process this.

‘I know, it’s not very logical, is it?’ agreed Nanny Piggins. ‘But royalty never are. These are people who think it’s a good idea to wear ten kilos of gold and precious stones on their heads, then wonder why people start getting ideas about chopping their heads off.’

‘Anyway, a pea in the bed was the Queen’s brilliant idea,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘She was so proud of having thought of it that she decided to take it a step further. Well, actually, twenty steps further. She got twenty of the finest, softest, comfiest mattresses, stacked them one on top of the other and then put a single pea under the bottom one.


Princesses were always dropping by. And they always had bizarre excuses for needing to stay over.

‘Oh, sorry, I just sprained my ankle in your front garden. Can I spend the night?’

Or . . .

‘My horse just tossed me off right outside your palace. Can I spend the night?’

Or . . .

‘My Netflix isn’t working. Can I spend the night?’

They were all desperately trying to get engaged to the Prince and would come up with the most outrageous excuses.

So the next princess to come over was put to the test. The Queen put this young woman in the bedroom with the twenty mattresses and the pea. And, of course, a very long step ladder so she could get to the top and go to sleep.

The next morning, when this Princess came down to breakfast, the Queen stared at her attentively.

‘So tell us, Princess,’ said the Queen. ‘How did you sleep?’

‘Well, I don’t like to complain,’ said the Princess.

‘I don’t care what you like,’ said the Queen. ‘I’m telling you to complain. I’m demanding that you complain. If you have a complaint, I want to hear it.’

‘Well, there was something horridly uncomfortable under my mattress,’ said the Princess. ‘It has bruised my back. I may have even broken a rib and slipped a disc. I’m going to require physiotherapy for this for the rest of my life.’


‘You’re kidding,’ said the Prince. ‘A bruise, a broken rib and a slipped disc?!’

‘Show us,’ said the Queen.

‘Mother!’ said the Prince.

‘This is a serious accusation,’ said the Queen. ‘We need evidence.’

‘You do?’ asked the Princess.

‘Yes, so we can take it to the mattress manufacturer,’ lied the Queen.

‘All right then,’ said the Princess, and she turned and showed them. Luckily, she was wearing a dazzling ballgown with a plunging back so they could quite clearly see her skin from her first thoracic vertebrae all the way down to her third lumbar vertebrae. And there was a massive bruise, with horrible discolouration, entirely consistent with a broken rib and slipped disc. The poor girl looked like she had been kicked by an elephant that was really angry, perhaps because its internet provider was so unreliable.

‘It’s true, you are a real princess!’ exclaimed the Queen. ‘That’s good enough for me, you have my blessing to marry my son.’

‘Whoa, hang on a minute,’ said the Prince. ‘What are you talking about?’

‘I devised a test,’ explained the Queen. ‘Only a true princess could detect the presence of a pea under twenty mattresses.’

‘What type of pea did you use?’ asked the Prince. ‘A diamond-tipped pea with hammer action?’

‘No, just a regular green pea,’ said the Queen. ‘I had Cook fetch me one from the garden.’


‘That is a terrible way to choose a wife!’ exclaimed the Prince. ‘I don’t want someone so sensitive they get a severe injury from sleeping on a vegetable.’ He turned to the Princess. ‘No offense, I’m sure you’re lovely, but you really should see a doctor. No-one should bruise that easily. I think you might have haemophilia, and that’s a serious medical condition.’

So the Prince did not marry that Princess.

That night, the doorbell at the palace rang again.

‘Who could that be?’ asked the Queen. It was pouring rain outside and they hadn’t been expecting any visitors.

‘Probably another nutty princess wanting to get married,’ grumbled the Prince.

‘We’ll see,’ said the Queen.

It turned out the Prince was one hundred per cent correct. There was a girl standing on the doorstep. And she did claim to be a princess, but she didn’t look like a princess at all. She looked more like a drowned rat. She was soaked to the skin, her nose was red and she was in a thoroughly bad mood. It’s hard to be in a good mood when you’re soaking wet and cold.

‘Sorry to disturb you,’ said the Princess, ‘but I’m on my way to the neighbouring kingdom and I got caught in a rain storm. I need somewhere to sleep the night. Would you mind terribly putting me up, as a favour, from one royal family to another?’

‘This could be the one!’ said the Queen excitedly.

‘I doubt it,’ said the Prince.

‘I’ll test her,’ said the Queen.


‘No way,’ said the Prince. ‘You’ve had your turn. I’ve got a much better test. You keep her talking in the drawing room for ten minutes. I’m going to slip something under her mattress that will soon let us know if she would make me a good wife.’

Later that night, after a seventeen-course dinner, and a two-hour folk dancing display, the Princess went off to her room and the Queen took the Prince aside. ‘What did you put under her mattress? Something bigger than a pea? A carrot or a turnip, perhaps?’

‘What is it with you and vegetables?’ asked the Prince. ‘I did much better than that. I put a porcupine, a bucket of pine cones, a pineapple, a rake laid prong side up, a bunch of long-stemmed roses, a lawnmower and a pile of broken glass in her bed.’

‘Under her mattress?’ asked the Queen.

‘No, I threw the mattresses out the window,’ said the Prince, ‘and just lay a canvas sack over the top.’

‘Not a canvas sack!’ exclaimed the Queen.

‘That was infested with fleas,’ said the Prince.

‘But that’s just cruel,’ said the Queen.

‘It’s genius,’ said the Prince. ‘If she can sleep through that, she can put up with anything. That’s the woman I want to be my queen.’

The following morning at breakfast they waited for the Princess to emerge. They were expecting the same bedraggled girl as the night before, but when she came into the room she looked totally different. She was stunning. Her hair was perfect, her skin flawless, her posture regal.


‘How did you sleep?’ asked the Prince.

‘Very well, thank you,’ said the girl.

‘Aha!’ exclaimed the Prince. ‘I knew it! You are the girl for me. If you can put up with a porcupine, a pineapple and a pile of broken glass under a flea-infested sack then you are the wife I want to marry.’

‘You put all that in my bed?’ asked the girl. ‘On purpose?’

‘You noticed, did you?’ asked the Queen.

‘Of course, I noticed,’ said the Princess. ‘It’s a serious health and safety hazard!’

‘But how did you sleep so well?’ asked the Queen.

‘I came downstairs and slept on the couch,’ said the Princess.

‘So practical,’ said the Prince admiringly. ‘You’re going to make me an excellent wife.’

‘I’m not marrying you,’ said the Princess.

‘Why not?’ asked the Prince. ‘I’m a prince.’

‘I don’t even know your first name,’ said the girl. ‘And I don’t want to. What sort of weirdo sticks stuff under a girl’s mattress as a matrimonial test? It’s not very romantic, is it? What about giving me flowers, or chocolates? I’m pretty sure this constitutes assault.’

‘If I apologised, would you reconsider?’ asked the Prince.

‘Frankly, no,’ said the Princess. ‘I haven’t got time to get married now anyway. I’m going to grad school next semester. I’m going to be researching applications for nano-technology in cardio-vascular surgery. I don’t want the distraction.’


So the Princess left and they all lived happily ever after. The end,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘What?’ cried Samantha. ‘But there was no wedding. Not even any kissing.’

‘Of course there was no kissing,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Kissing is dreadfully unhygienic. Especially if you haven’t brushed your teeth.’

‘But what happened to them?’ asked Michael.

‘The Princess made several vital breakthroughs in surgical technology,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘saving countless lives.’

‘I suppose that’s okay too,’ sulked Samantha.

‘But what happened to the Prince?’ asked Derrick.

‘He was fine,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘He did what he should have done in the first place. He took an evening college course in cake baking and met a lovely young woman called Bertha. They fell in love over their shared passion for cheesecake. They lived happily ever after and they had a particularly delicious wedding cake that they made themselves.’

‘Awww.’ Samantha sighed with contentment. ‘Now that’s a happy ending.’

‘Time for bed,’ ordered Nanny Piggins.
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Thank you for reading this book. I hope it has inspired you to make up many outrageously silly and wildly unbelievable stories of your own.


If not, why not? Get started now. The next page in this book is blank – use it to start writing a tale of your own.


Happy storytelling,
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