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About the Book

When Mr Green rings from a tropical island, begging to be rescued, Nanny Piggins’ first instinct is to say no. However, a principle is at stake. No-one kidnaps her employer - at least not without written permission from her.

So Nanny Piggins sets out to save the hapless tax lawyer, and to do so she must first dabble in a spot of bungy jumping, deceive immigration officials wearing a fake moustache and seduce the President with her most powerful weapon - the dance of the seven cakes.





Previously on Nanny Piggins . . .

Congratulations on purchasing/borrowing/receiving the seventh instalment in Nanny Piggins’ adventures. This is an excellent book full of action, excitement and helpful pigisms (all-encompassing advice from a pig’s perspective) – so well done you!

If you haven’t read the previous six books, or you have read them but have forgotten everything, don’t panic. Each book is a stand-alone story. In fact, each chapter is a stand-alone story, so if your dog eats the first chapter of this book you’ll still be able to follow what’s going on. (NB. Please don’t feed this book to your dog. I don’t want to get an angry letter from your vet.)

But if you are still concerned, I shall now share a few handy pointers to get you started.

In the beginning, Nanny Piggins (The World’s Greatest Flying Pig) came to live with the Green family after running away from the circus. Fortunately for the Green children – Derrick, Samantha and Michael – she was even better at nannying than she was at being blasted out of a cannon. Who could not love a nanny who believed fruit was an insult to cake?

But their father, Mr Green, did not think so highly of Nanny Piggins because he was embarrassed that she was a pig (even worse, she was a startlingly attractive pig who terrified him). And their mother, Mrs Green, does not appear in any of the books at all, because she went missing during an unfortunate boat trip, which is how the children came to need a nanny in the first place.

Then there’s Nanny Piggins’ brother, Boris (a ten-foot-tall ballet-dancing bear), who ran away from the circus and came to live in the garden shed. Mr Green still has not noticed Boris. He is not an observant man.

There is also a lovely Police Sergeant, a tap-dancing lawyer, a hygiene-obsessed rival nanny, identical fourteenuplet sisters, Hans the baker, a retired army colonel, a wicked Ringmaster and a whole host of exotic circus friends.

I know it sounds confusing but trust me, you’ll figure it out as you go along because I always explain who people are as they appear (my publisher forces me to). So just sit back, have a big bite of chocolate cake and start reading.

 

Yours sincerely,
R. A. Spratt, the author
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Derrick, Samantha and Michael were sitting with their nanny in the holding cell of their local police station. But do not worry, things weren’t too serious. The door was ajar. The Police Sergeant found he saved a lot of money on having to get broken locks replaced if he left the door slightly open when Nanny Piggins was under arrest.

‘What were you thinking?’ asked Michael.

‘I was thinking that Galileo was a hack,’ declared Nanny Piggins, ‘and that the whole foundation of the study of physics could be based on data inaccurately recorded by a kooky Italian who had too much red wine at lunchtime.’

‘So you decided to redo his experiments yourself?’ said Samantha.

‘Really, if anyone is to blame, it’s Derrick,’ accused Nanny Piggins.

‘What?!’ protested Derrick.

‘How many times have I told you not to leave your school textbooks lying around?’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘You know if I read them they always make me angry. I was reading about how Galileo proved the constant power of gravity by dropping cannonballs off the leaning tower of Pisa and I just saw red.’

‘Why?’ asked Samantha.

‘It seemed like such a terrible waste,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Cannonballs are for blasting, not something as mundane as dropping. Anything can be dropped.’

‘So you set out to disprove gravity?’ asked Samantha.

‘It sounds silly when you say it that way,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘but if you don’t check what these scientist fellows come up with, they could be getting away with anything.’

‘Galileo didn’t get away with it,’ said Derrick. ‘He was imprisoned.’

‘As am I,’ said Nanny Piggins, indicating the bars around her. ‘We great thinkers are so unappreciated.’

‘Yes, but the difference is that Galileo didn’t drop his cannonballs onto the roof of the mayor’s car,’ said Derrick.

‘I didn’t mean to do that,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I don’t know why the mayor had to yell and scream quite so much. Convertibles are very fashionable. I’m sure a mechanic would have charged a lot to cut a sunroof into the roof for him. Really, the mayor should be thanking me for doing it for free.’

‘It also tore a hole in the bottom of the car,’ said Samantha.

‘And the improved ventilation will save him from having to use the air conditioning,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘for which, again, he should be thanking me. I was just doing my bit to make his car more carbon neutral.’

The Police Sergeant came over. ‘I’ve just got off the phone with the mayor.’

‘Hmmpf,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Did he call to apologise for using such ungentlemanly language in front of a lady?’

‘Not exactly,’ said the Police Sergeant, ‘but he did agree to drop the charges.’

‘Why?’ exclaimed all three Green children (shock often caused them to talk in unison).

‘I pointed out to him that his car was, at the time, illegally parked in a disabled parking space,’ said the Police Sergeant.

‘Was it?’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘What a naughty man!’

‘The disabled parking space outside the sweet shop,’ added the Police Sergeant.

‘Ahh,’ said Nanny Piggins knowingly. ‘Then we mustn’t judge him too harshly. I myself have been extremely tempted to park there when I have been in urgent need of some lemon bonbons.’

‘I think the mayor’s main concern was his wife finding out,’ added the Police Sergeant, ‘since he is supposed to be on a low carbohydrate diet.’

‘He is?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘No wonder he has such a bad temper. I almost feel sorry for him. Samantha, make a note: I must bake a cake for the mayor. He can’t be allowed to make important civic decisions when his blood sugar is low.’

‘So you’re not in too much trouble today. There are just the charges of causing a public disturbance and, of course, resisting arrest,’ said the Police Sergeant.

‘Resisting arrest?!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘Surely you wouldn’t be so petty, Police Sergeant? If I didn’t resist arrest there would be nothing for you to do! I know for a fact the young police constable loves it. Do you think he would have scored 18 tries for the Dulsford Mules last season if he hadn’t had so much sprinting and dodging practice, thanks to me?’

‘Don’t worry,’ said the Police Sergeant. ‘I’ll waive that one too, as long as you promise to never do it again, of course.’

‘Oh yes, of course. I promise to be very good from now on,’ agreed Nanny Piggins. ‘For as long as I remember, anyway.’

‘So you just need to pay a one hundred dollar bond for the charge of causing a public disturbance,’ said the Police Sergeant.

‘But I don’t have a hundred dollars!’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I’m only paid eleven cents an hour.’

‘Don’t worry,’ said the Police Sergeant. ‘I rang Mr Green. He’s on his way down.’

‘Oh no,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘You’re doomed,’ said Samantha.

‘He wouldn’t pay ten cents to have you released,’ said Michael.

‘And definitely not a hundred dollars,’ agreed Derrick.

‘I don’t think he’s ever paid a hundred dollars for anything,’ added Samantha.

‘And if you’re locked up in jail, how are you going to be our nanny?’ asked Michael, a tear beginning to well in his eye.

‘Don’t worry,’ said Nanny Piggins, giving him a hug. ‘If it comes to that, I can always ask one of my more evil identical fourteenuplet sisters to pay me a visit in prison – then bop her on the head, swap clothes with her and escape.’

‘Here he comes!’ called Derrick, having spotted his grim-looking father being buzzed in through the front door.

‘Just remember, Nanny Piggins, you’re asking him for a favour,’ said Samantha, ‘so no biting.’

‘I’ll try to resist the urge,’ promised Nanny Piggins, ‘but sometimes he really does ask for it. I know, I’ll mentally recite my favourite cake recipe while he yells at me. If I’m not listening to him, I’m less likely to be incensed by what he’s saying.’

‘She’s over here,’ said the Police Sergeant, leading Mr Green to the holding cell.

‘Eight ounces of butter,’ muttered Nanny Piggins, ‘eight ounces of sugar . . .’

Mr Green stood in the doorway. He looked dour at the best of times because he always wore a grey three-piece suit and never smiled. (It would be unprofessional. Who would hire a smiling tax lawyer?) But on this occasion he looked extra specially grim as he pressed his lips together and glowered at his nanny.

‘I can explain it all,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Really, when you understand the scientific principles at stake and the mayor’s immoral parking habits, you’ll see there is no way I could have done anything other than rip a hole straight through his car with a cannonball.’

Mr Green did not speak. He just grumbled. It was as if there was something he’d like to say and something he had to say and it was a struggle to decide which was going to come out of his mouth.

‘Piggins . . .’ he began.

Nanny Piggins and the children winced. When he dropped her job title that was usually a very bad sign.

‘. . . Sarah,’ he continued.

This made Nanny Piggins and the children flinch. They did not realise that Mr Green even knew her first name.

‘I’ve paid your little bond,’ said Mr Green, brushing the thought aside as if it were nothing. ‘It was my pleasure to be of assistance.’

‘I think Father’s had a stroke,’ Derrick whispered to Samantha. ‘Should we call an ambulance?’

‘We’re friends after all, aren’t we?’ said Mr Green, before twisting his face awkwardly, first on one side and then the other. It took a moment before the children realised what he was doing. He was smiling.

Nanny Piggins and the children lurched away from him. If there had not been a brick wall behind them and iron bars on the other three sides, they would have made a run for it, so unnatural was the sight of Mr Green trying to be pleasant.

Nanny Piggins promptly broke her vow. She leapt forward and stamped hard on Mr Green’s foot. ‘Who are you and what have you done with the real Mr Green?’ she demanded.

‘Ow!’ wailed Mr Green. ‘I am the real Mr Green, you ridiculous pig!’

‘That certainly sounded more like him,’ agreed Nanny Piggins.

‘I was just trying to be nice because I want a favour,’ said Mr Green, rubbing his possibly broken toes.

‘Aha!’ cried Nanny Piggins. ‘Now we’re getting to the nub of it!’

‘I want you to teach me to tap dance,’ said Mr Green.

And so the children had to call an ambulance after all – but not for their father, for Nanny Piggins, because when she fainted from the shock of such an unexpected request, she hit her head on the toilet bowl (which is why it really is very unsafe for jail cells to have toilet facilities right there in the room).
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A short time later, Nanny Piggins was lying in her hospital bed, having a rather nasty bruise tended to by an intern while Mr Green explained himself.

‘You see, there is a new job opening at work,’ began Mr Green.

‘But you’ve already got a job, Father,’ said Samantha, ‘and you love it.’

‘Yes, I’m a tax lawyer,’ agreed Mr Green, ‘but this new job is for a senior tax lawyer. So it would be a promotion.’

‘Would there be more money?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘Or at least more cake?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Mr Green. ‘All I know is that it would be one in the eye for Thorp if I got it. And Peterson in criminal law would be green with envy.’

‘I thought he was being worshipped as a god by a tribe in Papua New Guinea?’ said Derrick.

‘The natives sent him home when his derivatives tips went south,’ explained Mr Green.

‘But what’s all this got to do with tap dancing?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘Even without a concussion, it doesn’t make any sense to me.’

‘All the candidates have similar experience and background to me. So there’s nothing to distinguish between us,’ explained Mr Green.

‘You mean they’re just as boring as you?’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Exactly,’ said Mr Green. ‘Normally there is no higher qualification for a tax lawyer than to be boring. It makes people feel comfortable with you. But in a job interview situation I need a subtle way to make it clear that I am better than everybody else. And as you know, our senior partner, Isabella Dunkhurst, is a great enthusiast of tap dancing.’ (Nanny Piggins had taught Ms Dunkhurst to tap dance shortly after arriving at the Green house – see The Adventures of Nanny Piggins, Chapter 5 for more details.)

‘Ah, I see,’ said Nanny Piggins, beginning to catch on in spite of her serious head injury. ‘You want to win Isabella over with her own great passion – the dance!’

‘Exactly!’ said Mr Green.

‘But to impress her you would have to be good, seriously good,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘I’ll practise hard, I promise,’ said Mr Green.

‘Oh, I know you’ll do that because I’ll make you,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘What I’m wondering is how I will ever find the energy to spend the hours and hours necessary to familiarise you with even the most basic rudimentals of the dance. It sounds exhausting. Very hungry work indeed.’ She waggled her eyebrows meaningfully at Mr Green.

‘What did she say?’ Mr Green asked his children. He always had a great deal of trouble following Nanny Piggins’ thought processes.

‘I think she wants you to buy her a cake,’ said Derrick.

Nanny Piggins coughed.

‘More than one cake?’ Derrick asked.

Nanny Piggins coughed fifteen times.

‘Fifteen cakes,’ deduced Derrick.

Nanny Piggins let out a huge cough.

‘Fifteen extremely large cakes,’ concluded Derrick.

‘I’ll call the bakery right now,’ said Mr Green, delighted to finally have a deal.

Nanny Piggins took the phone out of his hand. ‘I’ll put the order in,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Knowing you, you’ll forget to ask for extra chocolate in the chocolate icing.’
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And so that afternoon Nanny Piggins gave Mr Green his first dance lesson. She always enjoyed teaching people to dance because it gave her an excuse to wear a leotard, tutu and leg warmers, as well as carrying a large stick (supposedly for beating out the time on the floor, but Nanny Piggins found it was also useful for poking Mr Green in the bottom when he did the wrong thing).

Mr Green was a terrible student. He had no natural rhythm, athleticism or grace. He did not even know his left foot from his right foot without stopping to think about it. And there is absolutely no time to stop and think in dance, or some other dancer may very well dance all over you.

At the end of their first six-hour lesson, Nanny Piggins was exhausted. She lay collapsed in a kitchen chair while the children scooped chocolate mud cake into her mouth to revive her.

‘I think I may have bitten off more than I can chew,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Michael. ‘I didn’t mean to put such a large piece of cake in your mouth.’

‘I’m not talking about cake,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘You can never have too much cake in your mouth. I’m talking about teaching your father to dance. I am a brilliant natural dancer and an inspirational instructor. But teaching someone as clumsy as your father to tap may well be beyond me. He’s as obstinate as a mule, more so in fact. I once taught a mule to salsa and he picked it up much quicker than your father has.’

‘Maybe you need some help,’ suggested Michael.

‘What do you mean?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘What sort of help? Do you think I should get a bigger stick so I can poke him harder?’

‘Yes, that probably is a good idea,’ said Samantha, ‘but as well as that we thought you could get in some expert dancing help.’

‘But who?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘We do have the world’s greatest ballet dancing bear living in our garden shed,’ Derrick reminded her.

‘Of course, Boris!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘But I couldn’t do it to him. Boris is a sensitive soul. It would make him weep to watch Mr Green butcher a routine.’

‘It would be worth a try,’ said Derrick. ‘You do want those chocolate cakes Father has promised you, don’t you?’

And so the next day Nanny Piggins introduced Mr Green to Boris. They had never met before because Mr Green had never realised there was a ten-foot-tall dancing bear living in his garden shed. Nanny Piggins did not want him to find out now either. So she introduced Boris as her cousin Sergei from the Ukraine, who just happened to be visiting for a couple of weeks. And Boris wore a fake moustache so if, after this scheme was over, Mr Green should happen to bump into Boris in the street, he would never recognise him.

Boris gave Mr Green a dancing lesson. And this time he did make some progress. Mr Green was so terrified to be in the same room as a giant bear that he actually did as he was told. And Boris had a very good idea for helping Mr Green remember which one was his left foot. He put a big dab of honey on it. The honey did not help Mr Green’s memory at all. But having a ten-foot-tall bear secretly sneaking licks off his foot when he least expected it emblazoned which foot was which in his brain forever.

Normally it takes a student years to become a maestro at tap dancing but, luckily for Mr Green, Nanny Piggins and Boris knew lots of short cuts to help him pick it up quicker. For example, to teach Mr Green to be light on his feet, Nanny Piggins had the brilliant idea of giving him an entire three-hour dance lesson on a bed of burning hot coals. Even when the lesson on the coals was over, Mr Green skipped about the house touching the floor as lightly as a feather, thanks to the third-degree burns on his feet.

Teaching Mr Green rhythm was a little harder. He had no natural aptitude for that at all, until Nanny Piggins had the brilliant idea of sneaking into his bedroom while he was sleeping and gaffer-taping a metronome to his head. After just two short weeks the unending tick-tock tick-tock became imprinted on his brain. (The people at work did think it was odd that Mr Green had a metronome attached to himself, but they did not like to say anything in case he explained it. Having something explained to you by Mr Green was always such a bore.)

At the end of three weeks Nanny Piggins and Boris had successfully forced the fundamentals of dance into Mr Green’s brain with just one day to go before his big job interview with Isabella Dunkhurst.

‘Do you think Father is ready?’ asked Derrick.

‘He knows the dance,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘but I don’t think he’s ready. He hasn’t got any passion for it. Dance is all about emotion and expression. I can teach your father where to put his feet but I can’t teach him to stop being as emotionally stunted as a lump of lichen.’

‘That’s not fair,’ said Boris. ‘Lichen isn’t emotionally stunted. It is a harmonious symbiotic partnership of fungus and algae. Most of us could never aspire to such a happy and sustained relationship.’

‘Have you been reading Derrick’s science text-books too?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘I try not to,’ admitted Boris, ‘but they’re just so shocking.’

‘Maybe you’re coming at it the wrong way,’ said Derrick. ‘Instead of teaching Father to be passionate about dance, maybe you should teach him to dance about what he is passionate about.’

‘What do you mean?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘Most dances are about love or despair, aren’t they?’ asked Derrick.

‘All the best ones are,’ agreed Boris. ‘Although some of them are about sad swans and hallucinating nutcrackers as well.’

‘But, what if you choreographed a dance for Father about what he loves – the tax code! That’s something he could really be passionate about,’ said Derrick.

‘Do you think you could do it?’ Nanny Piggins asked Boris. ‘You are a brilliant choreographer.’

‘I’m sure I can,’ said Boris. ‘The only thing is, I don’t know anything about tax.’

‘Don’t ask Father to explain it to you,’ Michael warned. ‘It will put you into one of your super deep hibernation sleeps.’

‘All you need to know is that Father hates paying tax,’ said Samantha, ‘and that he spends all day finding loopholes and setting up schemes so that his clients don’t have to pay the government.’

‘Hmmm,’ said Boris. ‘I’m beginning to visualise something.’

Boris and Mr Green disappeared into the living room. (Nanny Piggins had turned it into a makeshift dance studio by gluing aluminium foil to an entire wall to act as a mirror.) They were in there all day and all night. The only sense the children had of their progress was from the noises they heard coming from behind the door. Occasionally Boris would yell ‘Niet, niet, niet!’ (He always broke into Russian when he was frustrated.) Sometimes they heard Mr Green sobbing. And all day long they heard Boris demand, ‘No, do it again.’

By eight o’clock in the morning the children were actually beginning to feel sorry for their father. They were wondering if their dear friend Boris had been replaced by a much meaner identical cyborg, when the living-room door opened and Boris and his student emerged.

Mr Green looked exhausted and dazed. But Boris’ expression was much harder to read – he was almost proud.

‘How did you go?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘It was –’ began Mr Green.

‘A-a-ah!’ chided Boris. ‘Don’t tell her, show her.’

Mr Green looked up at Boris and Boris nodded. Boris went over to the stereo and turned the music on and then the most extraordinary thing happened – Mr Green launched into the dance.

Nanny Piggins and the children had been watching Mr Green dance for three weeks, so that in itself was not extraordinary. But for the first time in three weeks Nanny Piggins and the children saw Mr Green do the most amazing thing – he was dancing well. As he spun and sashayed about the kitchen, pounding the floor with his rhythmic taps, joy radiated from his face.

‘What did you do?’ marvelled Nanny Piggins. ‘However did you manage to teach him to be so good? He’s positively joyful!’

‘It was easy,’ said Boris with a smile. ‘I simply told him to imagine that his tax return was laid out all over the floor, and every time he tapped on a receipt, the tax department would no longer be able to audit it.’

‘So he’s happy because he’s imagining defrauding the government for thousands and thousands of dollars?’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Exactly,’ said Boris. ‘I think I’ve tapped into his inner child.’

‘Come on,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Let’s drive him to work for his job interview. We need to get him there before his brain leaks and everything we’ve taught him starts to seep out of his ears.’

And so Boris scooped up Mr Green and rushed him out to the Rolls-Royce. Nanny Piggins knew that the interview panel would find it a trifle odd for him to be dressed in dancer’s tights and pink leg warmers, but it was not worth the risk of allowing him to go upstairs and put on his three-piece suit. Putting on those boring clothes would undoubtedly suck the ability to dance right out of his legs.

Obviously Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children could not go in with Mr Green to watch the interview. (Nanny Piggins was not allowed in the law firm’s building because she had a nasty habit of pointing out how useless the lawyers’ lives were and making them cry.) But by dressing up as cleaning staff (which involved more fake moustaches), they were able to loiter outside the interview room.

Boris had given Mr Green a last-minute pep talk. He grabbed Mr Green by his head and gave him a big wet kiss on each cheek, then broke down crying (that is what all great Russian ballet teachers do before their protégé is about to dance).

At first it was an anxious wait because they had to listen to Mr Green answering the standard interview questions: ‘What are your strengths?’, ‘What are your weaknesses?’, ‘Where do you see yourself in five years’ time?’ and ‘Did you really steal five boxes of tea bags from the break room?’

Eventually they got to the bit they had been waiting for: they heard Isabella Dunkhurst say, ‘Is there anything else you’d like to add?’ Mr Green did not respond. He just got up, turned on his portable stereo and began to dance.

Boris wept.

‘I feel so proud,’ he sobbed. ‘My baby bird has flown the nest.’

Nanny Piggins gave her brother a hug and turned to the children. ‘I think your father is going to get that promotion. I wonder what it will mean for us. If he gets a pay raise, perhaps he will give me a pay raise. Just think of that! Twelve cents an hour!’

‘If he gets a promotion,’ said Samantha, ‘perhaps he’ll work even longer hours, and pay even less attention to the things we get up to when he’s not there.’

‘Oh I hope so,’ said Nanny Piggins, beginning to weep a little herself. ‘That would be wonderful.’

‘He’s coming to the end,’ said Boris as he listened to the music and the final flurry of Mr Green’s feet. ‘Wait a minute. Something’s wrong.’

‘What?’ worried Samantha.

‘He’s losing control!’ exclaimed Boris. ‘He’s becoming too emotional. He’s tapping too hard and too fast!’

Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children gave up any pretence of being cleaners and rushed to press their eyes to the keyhole. Unfortunately the keyhole was not big enough to accommodate one eyeball, let alone five, and with all the pushing and shoving none of them got to see what happened inside. Not until the door gave way under the combined force of their shoving and they tumbled into the room, just as the music concluded and Mr Green did one last enthusiastic high kick.

And that’s when everything went terribly wrong. Because as he kicked, his shoe flicked off and flew through the air with the force and speed of an Exocet missile, hitting Isabella Dunkhurst right in the middle of her forehead. The other lawyers screamed. Mr Green wailed. Isabella slumped backwards, her chair tipping over onto the floor so that she banged her head again as it thudded onto the polished floorboards.

There was a moment of silence. Then Mr Green burst into tears and the other two lawyers leapt forward to grab him, in case it was not an accident and his whole dance routine had been an elaborate assassination attempt. (This sort of thing happens all the time in law offices, where employees will do anything for a better parking space.)

‘Isabella!’ cried Nanny Piggins as she rushed over to her friend. There was a large lump swelling up in the middle of her forehead.

‘What have I done?!’ wailed Mr Green.

‘Oh dear,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘You’ve knocked her unconscious. Never mind, I’m sure we can revive her, perhaps with a slice of cake.’

But it was not to be. Nanny Piggins tried waggling every type of cake she had in her handbag under Isabella Dunkhurst’s nose but nothing could convince her brain to snap out of its coma.
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Isabella was soon installed in the brain injury wing of their local hospital (a department Nanny Piggins often had cause to visit herself), and the doctors advised everyone to be patient.

‘Comas are a tricky thing,’ said the doctor. ‘She could be out for a couple of hours or a couple of months.’

‘Don’t worry, Isabella,’ yelled Nanny Piggins into her unconscious friend’s ear. ‘I’ll tape The Young and the Irritable for you. You’ll be able to watch all the episodes you’ve missed when you get better.’

‘What if she dies?’ sobbed Mr Green.

‘Then I’m sure she wouldn’t be cross,’ said Nanny Piggins, patting his shoulder comfortingly. ‘For such a great tap dance enthusiast, there would be no finer way to go than to be hit in the head by a flying tap shoe.’

‘It’s not going to come to that,’ the doctor assured them. ‘Her brain just needs some rest.’

‘As anyone who watches soap operas knows – coma patients never die,’ Nanny Piggins added reassuringly. ‘They always wake up at the most interesting moment possible, usually during a wedding – often their own.’

‘There’s no way I’m going to get that promotion now,’ sniffed Mr Green, starting to cry all over again, as he realised he had another tragedy to cope with. ‘Giving the senior partner a brain injury is going to look so bad on my résumé.’

‘I’m sure they’ll hold the interviews again,’ said Boris, ‘and we’ll just find what the new interviewer likes and teach you to be good at that. Oooh, I hope they like eating honey. I’d enjoy teaching someone to eat honey. I’d have to do a lot of demonstrating, of course.’

And so Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children took Mr Green home. They were saddened that their dear friend was in the hospital, but relieved that Mr Green would not be going to jail. Because that would not be fair on their other dear friends in the maximum security prison, who were all very wicked men, but still did not deserve to be punished with such an unpleasant companion.
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As Derrick, Samantha and Michael approached their house, they were nervous. Usually Nanny Piggins met them at the bus stop, but on this day she had not, and that could mean any number of things. She could have been kidnapped by a circus recruiter, she could have been arrested for wrestling with a cake wholesaler or she simply could have lost track of time after her watch had been bitten off by a crocodile.

So as they walked up their front path they were relieved, as well as concerned, to hear the loud banging and screaming going on inside. They were relieved because the screaming was in the distinctive voice of their nanny. But concerned because from all the yelling it sounded like she was single-handedly fighting off a team of sumo wrestlers.

Derrick, being the eldest, put his key in the lock and opened the door. Samantha and Michael stood defensively behind him as he stuck his head around the doorframe and called out, ‘Is everything all right?’

The thudding continued in a distant part of the house, as Boris burst into the corridor, tears streaming down his face. He rushed forward and gave Derrick a big bear hug, almost but not quite dislocating his spine. ‘Thank goodness you’re home,’ wept Boris.

‘What is it?’ asked Samantha. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘Are the police trying to arrest her?’ asked Michael.

‘Is Eduardo the flying armadillo claiming to be the world’s greatest flying animal again?’ asked Derrick.

‘Did the drycleaner get the chocolate stain out of her silk dress?’ asked Samantha. ‘The one she had been saving because it was particularly delicious?’

‘No. Much, much worse,’ said Boris between sobs. ‘She’s got her trotter stuck.’

‘In what?’ asked Derrick, struggling to imagine what his athletically and acrobatically gifted nanny could possibly be stuck in.

‘In a jar of maraschino cherries,’ explained Boris. ‘She was making a blackforest cherry cake and obviously you need a whole jar of cherries for that. But the last cherry at the bottom of the jar wouldn’t come out. So Sarah reached in to get it but then she couldn’t get her trotter back out again.’

‘Did you try smothering it with butter?’ asked Samantha.

‘That was the first thing we tried,’ said Boris. ‘In fact we did it twice because the first time she kept licking it off.’

‘But why the thudding and banging?’ asked Michael.

‘She tried smashing the glass jar off, but then she worried that she might cut herself and blood would ruin the flavour of the maraschino cherry,’ said Boris, ‘so now she is trying to find something she can wedge the jar in so she can yank it off.’

‘And why the yelling?’ asked Derrick.

‘That’s been mainly at me,’ admitted Boris, a tear beginning to well in his eye once more. ‘She wanted me to yank the jar off for her. She says I’m a ten-foot-tall bear so I should be strong enough.’

The children looked at each other, not knowing what to say. Boris was enormous and super strong. They didn’t understand why he couldn’t just yank it off either.

‘Did you try?’ asked Samantha.

‘Yes, I’d do anything to help my sister,’ said Boris, ‘but every time I tugged, she yelped, which made me cry. Because I’d do anything not to hurt my sister.’

‘Let’s go and see if we can help,’ suggested Derrick as he led the way to the kitchen.

When he opened the door everything was disturbingly quiet inside. He could not even see his nanny at first. Until they looked over the kitchen table and saw her on the floor. She was covered in flour, butter, cherry sauce, chocolate sauce and honey (where Boris had tried to help), and she was lying on the floor with her trotter wedged under the dishwasher.

‘Nanny Piggins,’ said Derrick politely, ‘what are you doing?’

‘Trying to get my trotter out of a jar of maraschino cherries, of course,’ she snapped.

‘But why is your hand under the dishwasher?’ asked Michael.

‘I wedged the jar under there so I’d be able to yank my hand free, obviously,’ replied Nanny Piggins.

‘And it didn’t work?’ guessed Samantha.

‘I got the jar wedged all right,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘but it’s hard to yank your hand when you’re lying on the floor, covered in butter. I’m too greasy to get traction. Why don’t you try pulling me? Boris cries too hard to get a good grip.’

The children went over and dutifully grabbed hold of their nanny’s free arm.

‘Okay,’ said Derrick, ‘we’ll pull on three. One, two –’

‘Wait!’ called Samantha. ‘Before we pull, I’ve just got one question.’

‘What about?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘If you’re looking for baking tips, perhaps you could wait for a more convenient moment.’

‘No, I was going to ask – have you tried letting go of the cherry?’ asked Samantha.

‘What?’ asked Nanny Piggins, dumbfounded.

‘Well, you got your arm caught in the cherry jar because you were trying to get a cherry out,’ said Samantha. ‘I was just wondering if you had tried letting go of the cherry to get your arm out.’

‘What would be the point of that?!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘Why would I want my arm back if it didn’t have a cherry at the end of it?’

‘Once your arm was out you could jiggle the cherry out with a fork,’ suggested Samantha.

Nanny Piggins considered this for a long moment as the others watched her mull over the possibilities.

‘All right,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘I’ll try it.’ She relaxed her grip and slid her arm out. ‘It worked!’

‘Boris, could you lift the dishwasher please?’ asked Samantha.

Boris lifted the dishwasher and Samantha picked up the jar containing the one maraschino cherry. She turned the jar upside down, poked the cherry with a fork and it fell out onto her hand.

‘You’re a genius!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins.

‘Here you are,’ said Samantha, handing the cherry to her nanny. ‘For your cake.’

Nanny Piggins picked up the cherry and popped it in her mouth. ‘Oh, I ate that hours ago. I got so cross about my trotter being trapped, I ate the cake to control my temper.’

‘What shall we do now?’ asked Derrick.

‘How about we make another blackforest cherry cake, this time without the cherries!’ said Nanny Piggins, leaping to her feet. But as she picked up her wooden spoon she dropped it, crying out, ‘Ow!’

‘What’s wrong?’ asked Boris.

‘I think I’ve sprained my wrist!’ cried Nanny Piggins. ‘How did that happen?’

‘Perhaps it had something to do with your trying to yank your trotter out of a cherry jar,’ suggested Derrick politely.

‘Or putting a dishwasher on your hand,’ added Samantha.

‘Or having a ten-foot-tall bear pull on you while you had a dishwasher on your hand,’ added Michael.

‘Hmm,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘I suppose it could have been that.’

‘Quick,’ said Boris. ‘Medicinal ice-cream!’

‘Good idea!’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Chocolate-chip please.’

‘Not for eating,’ said Boris. ‘For your hand, to reduce the swelling.’

‘Can’t my mouth have some too?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘To reduce the swelling from the inside out?’

So they all sat around and ate ice-cream to help reduce the swelling of Nanny Piggins’ trotter, proving that a few thousand calories is a very effective anaesthetic.

‘Okay, what are we going to do now?’ said Nanny Piggins as she licked the last smear from the bottom of the ice-cream container.

‘We’re getting our photos taken tomorrow at school, and you were going to give me a haircut,’ Samantha reminded her.

‘But I’ve sprained my scissor hand,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I don’t think I can do it. The ice-cream has dulled the pain and reduced the swelling, but I still don’t have full movement in my trotter.’

‘Oh,’ said Samantha, trying hard to be brave. ‘Never mind. It doesn’t matter. My hair looks all right.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘No child of mine will look just – “all right”. If your photograph is going to be taken, you need to look fabulous.’

‘She does realise technically we’re not her children?’ Derrick whispered to Boris.

‘On some level I think she does,’ admitted Boris, ‘but it’s not for want of yelling at the people at the adoption office.’

‘You will get a haircut,’ declared Nanny Piggins, ‘and at the very finest establishment in town. Michael, get on the phone and ring Nanny Anne.’

‘Why?’ asked Michael.

‘I want to find out where she gets her hair cut,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘so we can be sure that we don’t go there. We don’t want you to come away looking like a plastic doll.’

And so, after half an hour of frantic research that involved the children ringing all their friends to find out where they got their haircuts, then Nanny Piggins ringing all these hair salons and quizzing them on the latest hair fashions, they made an appointment and set out.

The boys and Boris came along too because there was a park just up the road from the salon, so they planned to play a good game of guerrilla warfare while Nanny Piggins and Samantha were occupied. (Boris was very good at playing guerrilla warfare because back in his circus days he’d had a dear friend called Harold who was a gorilla. Harold had taught him all the tactics, the main one being to climb a tree when no-one is looking, then jump on your enemy’s head. And let me tell you, if a 700 kilogram bear drops on your head, they almost always win.)

When they entered the salon, Nanny Piggins was taken aback. It was a sterile-looking place with all the furnishing being black, white or metallic. But it was the hairdressers themselves who caught the eye. If you looked at their faces they looked like perfectly ordinary people that you might see on the bus. But it was hard to notice their faces when they had such extraordinary hair.

One woman had long bright purple hair on one side of her head sticking out in sharp spikes, while on the other side her head was shaven completely bald. Another woman had normal-coloured hair but it was so puffed up, tangled and messy she looked like she had been pulled through a hedge backwards. (Nanny Piggins double-checked the back of her head to see if there were any birds’ nests that needed liberating.) And there was a man whose head was entirely shaved bald and his scalp was so shiny, Nanny Piggins and Samantha kept being blinded as he moved about and light glinted off it.

‘That man could use his head to signal aeroplanes,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Perhaps he does,’ said Samantha.

‘Can I help you?’ said a surly young woman who looked like helping anybody was the last thing she would ever willingly do.

‘We have an appointment booked under the name Green,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘This way,’ said the surly young woman. ‘I’ll wash your hair.’

‘No need,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘She washed it this morning.’

‘We always wash hair first. It needs to be wet to cut it,’ said the woman.

‘Haven’t you got a bucket of water you can tip over her head?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘It would be much quicker.’

‘The shampoo is included in the price,’ said the surly woman, becoming even more surly.

‘What a cheek!’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Forcing someone to pay to have their hair washed when it’s already clean.’

‘It’s all right,’ said Samantha.

‘No it’s not,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Apart from anything else, we don’t have time to faff about. The boys are playing guerrilla warfare up the road, and I don’t want us to miss out entirely.’

Samantha did not want to create a scene. She hated scenes. And scenes that involved Nanny Piggins often devolved into violence.

‘Why don’t you go and play with the boys?’ suggested Samantha. ‘I’ll be all right here on my own.’

‘Are you sure?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘I don’t want to come back and find you’ve been kidnapped.’

‘I’ve never heard of a hairdresser kidnapping a client before,’ said Samantha.

‘No,’ agreed Nanny Piggins. ‘But are you entirely sure these people are hairdressers. They look more like circus folk to me. A nose ring and a few tattoos and they would be indistinguishable from your average freak show attraction.’

‘I’ll be fine,’ said Samantha.

And so Nanny Piggins left after drawing several diagrams, showing several cut-out pictures from fashion magazines and leaving detailed written instructions with the hairdresser explaining how she wanted Samantha to look when she got back.

Nanny Piggins and the boys had a wonderful time at the park. First Nanny Piggins caught Derrick, Michael and Boris and tied them up with vines. But then when her attention was distracted by a passing ice-cream van, they escaped and threw her in a muddy puddle. Then she chased them around the park several times pretending to be a mud monster.

These were just the sort of spirited games which made 45 minutes seem like 3 seconds. So Nanny Piggins was soon looking at her watch and saying, ‘We’d better go and pick Samantha up. Her haircut should be finished by now.’

But things did not go to plan. When they arrived at the hair salon Nanny Piggins started to panic.

‘She has been kidnapped!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘I knew these people looked like carnies. They’ve shipped her off to Madagascar to learn tumbling!’

‘Nanny Piggins!’ cried a voice. ‘It’s all right. I’m over here.’

Nanny Piggins froze. ‘That sounded like Samantha but I don’t see her anywhere.’

‘Over here.’

Nanny Piggins, Boris and the boys saw an arm waving at them. But the person who waved the arm was unrecognisable. It looked like a girl who had been sleeping rough in a ditch full of motor oil.

‘Who are you?’ demanded Nanny Piggins, ‘and how did you learn to mimic Samantha’s voice?’

‘It’s me,’ said the voice. ‘I’m Samantha.’

Nanny Piggins squinted and tilted her head first to one side, then the other. Then she gave the girl a good hard pinch.

‘Ow!’ said Samantha.

‘It is Samantha!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘I’d know that “ow” anywhere. You poor girl! What have they done to you?!’

‘They cut it, then they put in a treatment, then they styled it,’ said Samantha.

‘Why didn’t you stop them?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘Whoever did this to you was clearly deranged.’

‘That’s why I didn’t stop them,’ said Samantha. ‘She was deranged and holding pointy scissors so I didn’t want to make her angry.’

‘You poor girl,’ said Nanny Piggins, clutching the unrecognisable Samantha to her chest. ‘Don’t worry, someone will pay for this terrible crime that has been committed against your hair follicles.’
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After Nanny Piggins had chased the hairdressers around their salon several times while yelling denouncements about their vandalisation of a poor girl’s head, the hairdressers broke down in tears and confessed.

‘We’ve been giving people the most dreadful haircuts we could think of for years,’ admitted the sobbing chief hairdresser (sobbing partly because she had been found out to be a fraud, and partly because running around the salon was the first exercise she’d had in seven years).

‘But why?’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘You’re hairdressers. Don’t you have any professional pride?’

‘You don’t know what it’s like,’ sniffed the hairdresser. ‘People sit down to get a haircut and they just start complaining. They drone on and on about their miserable lives. It wears you down.’

‘I can understand,’ conceded Nanny Piggins. ‘It makes me sad to hear about people’s problems. Especially when they could almost always be solved simply by eating cake.’

‘Anyway,’ continued the hairdresser, ‘one day I just cracked. This woman was complaining about how her husband always left his wet towel on the arm of the sofa and I hacked half her hair off. But the thing was, she didn’t get angry. She loved it. She thought it was the height of avant-garde fashion.’

‘The fool,’ said Nanny Piggins, shaking her head. ‘Everyone knows partial baldness is only attractive in very wealthy men.’

‘All her friends came in wanting trendy haircuts,’ said the hairdresser. ‘The more I wrecked their hair the more they loved it. We were booked out.’

‘Well you should be thoroughly ashamed of yourself,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Just because people are silly enough not to know better is no excuse to make them look dreadful.’

‘I’m sorry,’ said the hairdresser.

Nanny Piggins looked at her watch. ‘It’s getting late in the day so I haven’t got time to take over your shop, revolutionise your business model and turn this into the most successful hairdressing salon ever. At least not today.’

‘But what about my hair?’ wailed Samantha. ‘The photo is being taken tomorrow.’

‘Samantha dear, I may be brilliant at cannon blasting, circus skills, artistic inventions and scientific breakthrough as it applies to cake; I may shock and astound the world at least once a month with my undiscovered talent for new and different things, but even I cannot make your hair grow back in 24 hours,’ said Nanny Piggins.

Samantha started to weep.

‘My dear child, there is no need to despair,’ said Nanny Piggins, wrapping her in a big hug, then wrapping Boris in a big hug too, because he always started to cry once someone else started. ‘Admittedly you will have to go around looking simply dreadful for several months until your hair grows back, but there is no reason why we can’t fix your photograph tomorrow.’

‘What do you mean?’ sniffed Samantha.

‘A photograph is just a chemical capturing of light rays as they enter a tiny hole at the front of a camera,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Altering reality is very difficult, but altering light rays as they appear at a tiny given point shouldn’t be too hard at all.’

‘How?’ asked Derrick. ‘Are you going to strap a mirror to Samantha’s head?’

‘That would certainly solve the problem,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘but I think we can come up with a less crude plan. Just give me a night to think on it. We’ll have crème brûlée for dinner. Caramelised cream always gives me tremendous ideas in my dreams.’

[image: common.png]

The next morning the children sat at the dining table eagerly waiting for Nanny Piggins to appear and tell them what her plan was. Samantha was particularly anxious (she was always anxious about something, but having a haircut that made her look like she’d been attacked by a very angry hedge trimmer had made her even more anxious than usual). The children did not have to wait long. Nanny Piggins soon burst out of the kitchen carrying plates full of waffles covered with chocolate, ice-cream and strawberries.

‘Good morning,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Isn’t it a beautiful day? Anyone for a chocolate-covered waffle?’

‘So,’ said Samantha. ‘What’s the plan?’

Nanny Piggins looked puzzled. ‘To eat until we’re almost but not quite sick? Isn’t that the plan every breakfast time?’

‘No, about my hair!’ wailed Samantha. ‘You were going to come up with a plan for the school photograph today so that my hair wouldn’t be permanently recorded for all posterity for my children and my children’s children to laugh at for generations to come!’

‘Oh dear,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I entirely forgot.’

‘But you said the crème brûlée would make you come up with an idea in your sleep!’ yelled Samantha, starting to get hysterical.

‘It did,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘It gave me the idea to serve waffles with chocolate ice-cream as well as chocolate sauce with strawberries dipped in chocolate, and an extra silver spittoon to put on the table that you can spit the strawberries into once the chocolate has been sucked off.’

The children looked at the spittoon.

‘That is a brilliant idea,’ said Derrick.

‘But what about my hair?’ sobbed Samantha.

‘Eat some waffles,’ suggested Nanny Piggins. ‘It won’t seem nearly so bad after you’ve eaten a few million calories. And don’t worry, I said I would see to it and I will. It must be hours until you have your photo taken.’

‘Two hours and 18 minutes,’ sniffed Samantha.

‘You see, that’s buckets of time for me to come up with a brilliant plan and save the day,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Have a waffle. They are particularly good if you put on so much chocolate sauce that you can’t see the waffle anymore.’

And so when they left for school, Samantha was in a chocolate-addled state.

‘What are you going to do?’ Derrick asked his nanny as they walked to the bus stop.

‘I could always stop the photographer from getting to the school,’ mused Nanny Piggins. ‘I’m sure I still have my kidnapping sack somewhere.’

‘You can’t kidnap him!’ said Michael. ‘The Police Sergeant has let you off with a warning for kidnapping five times in the last six months. If you do it again he’ll get so cross.’

‘Hmm, I suppose,’ agreed Nanny Piggins reluctantly. ‘But don’t worry, I’m sure I will think of something.’

And so the children rode to school. Samantha spent the whole journey with a paper bag over her head, partly so that no-one would look at her haircut and partly to stop herself from hyperventilating.
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The photograph was to be taken immediately before recess. The morning dragged for poor Samantha. She seriously considered taking matters into her own hands by leaping out the window and running away, but her classroom was on the second floor and much as she did not want to get her photograph taken, she wanted to break her legs even less.

When the teacher instructed all the students to make their way to the school oval, Samantha’s feet felt like they were made of lead. If only they were, then she could get lead poisoning, which would be an excellent excuse to call an ambulance and be whisked to hospital.

As the students were all being arranged in rows on raised bleachers, Samantha had a brief opportunity to speak to Derrick.

‘Where’s Nanny Piggins?’ Samantha asked.

‘I haven’t seen her,’ said Derrick.

‘You don’t think she’s forgotten, do you?’ asked Samantha.

‘No, of course not,’ said Derrick. ‘Although The Young and the Irritable is on right now, and watching that can give her sympathetic short-term memory loss, like the time Bridge was in a car accident and got amnesia from banging his head on the cup holder, and Nanny Piggins forgot to make fudgsicles for dinner.’

‘I’m doomed,’ said Samantha. She would have wept but she did not want to make herself look even worse.

The children were arranged according to height, prettiness and who could be trusted to sit properly in the front row. Being of medium height and looks, Samantha was tucked in the middle but her head was still visible. And every time Samantha tried to stand behind the girl next to her, one of the teachers would angrily snap, ‘Samantha Green, stand still!’

Just as the last few students found their places, a panicked buzz spread through the crowd. ‘He’s coming! The photographer’s coming!’

Samantha’s heart turned to ice. There was no escaping now.

‘Zis is not good enough!’ called the photographer. ‘No no no. It will not do!’

Samantha perked up. That fake Italian accent sounded familiar.

‘All the blonde children must take their jumpers and wrap them on top of their heads!’ ordered the photographer. ‘There is too much glare off their hair.’

Samantha looked up. The photographer was wearing a beret and he had a pointy little moustache. But underneath this cunning disguise he was clearly Boris.

‘Hurray!’ cheered Samantha, making everyone turn and stare at her for reasons other than her ridiculous hair.

‘But we can’t let the children put jumpers on their heads. The parents will complain,’ complained Headmaster Pimplestock.

Boris sucked in a deep breath, puffed out his chest and loomed over the headmaster. ‘Who is zee photographer here, you or me?’

Headmaster Pimplestock was unaccustomed to being questioned, let alone menacingly confronted, and being a big cowardy custard he immediately backed down. ‘I’m going to my office. If no parents want to pay for their photos it’s not my problem.’

‘Excellent,’ said Boris. ‘I am an arteest. I do not need such a silly man criticising my artistic vision. All right children, I will be handing around permanent markers and I want you to draw fake moustaches on yourselves. It will make the boys look older and more sophisticated, and the girls look mysterious.’

The young students gleefully followed all Boris’ instructions. No child likes the way they look in a traditional school photograph. Really, it is very cruel to force children to have a formal photograph taken in their ugliest outfit – their school uniform.

Fortunately Boris brought enough feather boas and pirate hats for everyone, so the horrible green tartan and grey shirts were soon well hidden.

‘Now children,’ said Boris. ‘In the past you have taken photographs where you stand and smile. This is true – yes?’

The children all nodded.

‘Well, I will have none of that!’ declared Boris. ‘Do you hear?!’

The children again nodded.

‘When I take my photograph I want it to be an action photograph,’ said Boris. ‘So think what you will do. How do you want to be remembered? Will you stick out your tongue? Will you poke your finger in your neighbour’s ear? Will you put your hand in front of your face because you have a particularly unpleasant pimple? The choice is yours. Is everybody ready?’

‘Yes!’ cheered the children, now genuinely excited to have their school picture taken.

‘Let’s do this ’ said Boris. ‘But before we take the photo I have to make one minor adjustment. You! The very nice-looking girl there.’

Samantha was embarrassed because Boris was pointing at her.

‘Yes?’ said Samantha in a small voice.

‘I need you to stand behind this,’ said Boris.

Boris climbed up into the bleachers carrying a great big board which he stood up in front of Samantha. When he uncovered it everyone could see it was one of those wooden outlines that you poke your face through to have your photograph taken.

Boris had apparently ‘borrowed’ this one from the local zoo, because when Samantha stuck her face through it appeared in a kangaroo’s pouch, making her look like a cute little joey. But best of all her hair was entirely obscured by the board.

‘Perfect!’ called Boris. ‘All right, on the count of three . . . Remember, don’t be boring. One two three – ACTION!’

At that moment every child in the school launched into action. Some wet-willied, some threw their ties in the air, some pretended to be action heroes abseiling out of helicopters. Out of the whole school only one child smiled beautifully at the camera. And that one child was Samantha.
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‘What a beautiful photograph,’ said Nanny Piggins, as they all sat around the kitchen table later that day. ‘You look really lovely.’ Nanny Piggins gave Samantha a big hug.

‘You’re a brilliant photographer, Boris,’ said Derrick.

‘Thank you,’ said Boris, dabbing away a tear of pride.

‘But what I want to know is,’ said Michael, ‘where did the real photographer go?’

‘Ah,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I will admit I did bump into him on his way to your school.’

‘You didn’t kidnap him, did you?’ asked Derrick sternly. ‘He isn’t locked up in the basement right now, is he?’

‘Oh no, of course not,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Really?’ asked Derrick, suspecting from the growing look of mischievousness on his nanny’s face that she had somehow found a loophole.

‘I’ll admit there was a little bit of kidnapping,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘But I didn’t do it. I got him to kidnap me!’

‘What?’ exclaimed the children.

‘But how?’ asked Michael.

‘When I was rifling through his photography van trying to come up with a brilliant plan,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘I discovered that he had been short-changing schools for years. And he was clearly some sort of evil sociopath because he had systematically been throwing away all the good photographs and only sending out the bad photographs – the ones where the children had their eyes closed, or something stuck in their teeth, or their hair sticking out at weird angles.’

‘That explains so much,’ said Samantha.

‘So when I confronted him and launched into my long list of denouncements,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘he kidnapped me. Can you believe it?! It was really very rude. He didn’t even put a packet of biscuits in the sack before he shoved me into it. No manners at all.’

‘Were you all right?’ worried Samantha.

‘My dear girl,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘I was perfectly fine. I had my own packet of biscuits in my pocket, so there wasn’t a problem. But it is the principle of the matter. If you are going to kidnap someone, the least you can do is provide refreshments. Even the Ringmaster knows that.’

‘But how did you escape?’ asked Michael.

‘All thanks to my dear friend and a true gentleman,’ said Nanny Piggins fondly. ‘The Police Sergeant stopped the van. He said it was because the brake light was faulty. But I like to think that on a subliminal level he knew I was inside and that I had a pocketful of his favourite shortbread biscuits.’

‘So the photographer was arrested for kidnapping?’ marvelled Derrick.

‘Yes,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘which is a good thing because apparently there are no formal laws against bad photography.’

‘There should be,’ said Boris.

‘And the photographer only has himself to blame if he gets sent to jail,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Because I told him that if he was polite to the Police Sergeant and he baked him a mouth-wateringly delicious cake, the Police Sergeant would probably let him off with a warning. But the photographer insisted on trying to kick the Police Sergeant, headbutt the Police Constable and run off into Hendersons Swamp.’

‘But they caught him anyway?’ asked the children.

‘Oh yes, you know how much the constable enjoys tackling people,’ said Nanny Piggins.

Boris burst into tears.

‘What’s wrong now?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘I love a happy ending,’ explained Boris.
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When the children got off the school bus, Nanny Piggins was waiting for them, and she was standing next to a giant box. And when I say giant I’m not exaggerating. It really was enormous – two metres by two metres at least.

‘What’s that?’ asked Michael.

‘It looks like a cake box,’ said Derrick, ‘except about a thousand times bigger.’

‘And it smells like a cake box,’ observed Samantha.

‘It is a cake box,’ said Nanny Piggins excitedly. ‘I had Hans order in the super-duper large size because I wanted him to bake you a special cake to celebrate the last day of school before your spring holidays.’

‘It’s Thursday,’ said Samantha. ‘The last day of school is tomorrow.’

‘Yes, but if you don’t go tomorrow then today is your last day, isn’t it?’ reasoned Nanny Piggins.

None of the children wanted to argue when there was such a huge cake waiting to be eaten.

‘Come on,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘let’s take it home. I’ve got ten litres of chocolate ice-cream in the freezer, and the only thing that makes a huge cake taste better is a huge amount of ice-cream.’

Fortunately the super-duper large cake box had wheels in the base so Nanny Piggins and the children were able to quickly run home before their hunger got the better of them, causing them to stop, sit in the gutter and devour the cake like wild animals (which is what so often happened when Nanny Piggins was carrying something delicious). In fact, when they went down hills the cake box got up so much speed they could jump up onto it and ride it like a go-kart.

So they were careening down their street screaming ‘Whoopeeeeeee!’ when their house came into view. And what they saw so shocked Nanny Piggins that she toppled backwards off the cake box and landed in Mrs Lau’s fish pond.

‘Are you all right?’ asked Derrick as he jumped off and brought the giant cake to a stop.

‘Look!’ cried Nanny Piggins, heedless of the water lilies sticking out of her usually immaculate hair.

The children turned to look where Nanny Piggins was pointing and they too saw the shocking sight. Their house was entirely encased in a big stripy tent.

‘The Ringmaster has kidnapped our house!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins.

‘But he can’t have,’ said Samantha reasonably (although she did not entirely believe what she was saying because she knew, when it came to kidnapping, that the Ringmaster was capable of anything).

‘Then how do you explain the huge circus tent hanging over the house?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘Perhaps Father thought it would be cheaper than paying to get the house painted,’ suggested Derrick.

‘Or that it would save him having to get the roof repaired,’ guessed Michael.

‘But a giant stripy tent is so eye-catching,’ protested Nanny Piggins, ‘and we all know your father does not like drawing attention to himself. He’s like one of those insects that pretends to be a leaf. The only difference is that an insect pretends to be a leaf so that it won’t get eaten, whereas your father pretends to be as dull as dishwater so that he won’t get audited by the tax department.’

‘Come on, let’s see what’s going on,’ said Derrick.

‘All right,’ agreed Nanny Piggins, ‘but we must be careful. We don’t want the Ringmaster to kidnap our cake.’ Nanny Piggins hugged the super-duper cake box protectively as they cautiously edged towards their house.

When they got to their front gate there was a sign stuck on it, saying:

DO NOT ENTER
Hazardous Gases Within

‘What do they mean, “Hazardous Gases”?’ wondered Nanny Piggins. ‘I know your father is full of hot air, but I wouldn’t call that a hazardous gas. More of a dangerously boring gas.’

Just then Mr Green pulled up in his Rolls-Royce.

‘Ah, Nanny Piggins, there you are,’ said Mr Green as he emerged from his vehicle.

‘I didn’t have anything to do with it,’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘If some rival circus tries to get at me by kidnapping our entire house, it’s not my fault.’

‘What on earth are you blathering about?’ asked Mr Green. ‘On second thoughts, don’t tell me. I’m not interested. As you can see, our house is being fumigated.’

‘Fumi-whatsied?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘Oooooh,’ said the children, suddenly realising there was a far more sensible explanation for the tent than a two-storey house being kidnapped by a sociopathic circus rival.

‘The house is being fumigated,’ explained Derrick. ‘That means that it’s being sprayed with insecticides. The tent is to keep the gases in.’

‘What’s that got to do with the circus?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘Nothing,’ answered Mr Green.

‘So this giant circus tent contains nothing but a house full of poisonous gas,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Well, there are going to be some bitterly disappointed children turning up to see a trapeze show. Why would you want to spray the house with insecticide?’

‘Because this morning when I went to the cupboard to find my second-best raincoat I discovered an infestation of spiders,’ said Mr Green.

‘So?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘Spiders are disgusting!’ exclaimed Mr Green. ‘They had to be killed immediately.’

‘Killed!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘I thought when you said you were going to gas them, you were going to use anaesthetic gas to put them in a lovely sleep before you carefully carried them out to relocate them to a happier location.’

‘Are you out of your mind?’ asked Mr Green. ‘They were disgusting, creepy-crawly spiders! I had the terminator around to destroy them right away.’

‘How could you?! You’re disgusting and creepy-crawly and we don’t have anyone round to gas you!’ yelled Nanny Piggins.

‘Actually, there was that one time you accidentally gassed him with the nitrous-oxide from the four dozen whipped cream cans that you had rigged up to release simultaneously,’ remembered Samantha.

‘Yes, but that was a kind gassing,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘If he had done that to the spiders I’m sure they wouldn’t have minded at all. Oh children, this is terrible, I was the one who found Sophia and her little children and invited them to come and live in our closet. Now they’re dead and it’s all my fault.’ Nanny Piggins sat down in the gutter and wept.

‘You knowingly brought spiders into my house?’ yelled Mr Green.

‘Of course I did,’ sobbed Nanny Piggins. ‘She had such long furry legs, I knew she would be an excellent athlete in the Spider Olympics I was planning to hold during the school holidays.’

‘You didn’t tell us you were going to do that!’ said Michael.

‘I know,’ sniffed Nanny Piggins. ‘I wanted it to be a surprise.’

Mr Green was shaking with rage. ‘They could have been venomous spiders. How dare you endanger my life with your absurd schemes!’

‘They wouldn’t have bitten any of us,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘There is no way they could have eaten an entire human, not after all the sticky date pudding I gave them. Oh well, I suppose we’d better get inside and eat this cake and ice-cream. It’s what Sophia would have wanted.’ Nanny Piggins stood up and started dragging the cake towards the front door.

‘You can’t go inside,’ said Mr Green. ‘Not for a week, until the fumigation is complete.’

‘A week?!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘But my chocolate ice-cream is in the house. I can’t be separated from it for a week.’

‘Where are we all going to go?’ asked Samantha, more sensibly.

‘Well, I have been invited to a prestigious tax law conference,’ said Mr Green.

‘I’d rather go inside a house full of poisonous gas,’ said Nanny Piggins petulantly.

‘Don’t worry, you’re not coming with me,’ said Mr Green.

‘Then where are we going?’ asked Samantha.

‘We could always stay in the shed,’ said Michael, thinking he would quite like to spend a week living with their good friend Boris.

‘No you can’t,’ said Mr Green. ‘That is being fumigated too.’

‘Why?’ asked Nanny Piggins, leaping to her feet, panicking that perhaps Mr Green had discovered her ten-foot–tall, 700 kilogram brother living there.

‘I wasn’t giving those spiders a place to retreat to,’ said Mr Green. ‘Anyway, I have made arrangements for you. I borrowed a tent from Peterson in Criminal Law. You’re going camping.’

‘Camping?’ said Nanny Piggins, making it sound like this was a dreadful swear word. ‘In a tent?’ She shuddered at the word.

Nanny Piggins had, of course, lived in a tent for many years before coming to live with the Greens. And as someone who had spent years living in a tent, she knew all the drawbacks – the cold, the leaks, the complete lack of soundproofing and, worst of all, no oven to bake cakes.

‘You can’t do it to us!’ she protested. ‘You can’t. It’s unreasonable cruelty! I’ll report you to the social worker. You can’t force us to live in a tent for a week. You just can’t!’

‘Yes I can,’ said Mr Green. ‘In fact, I rang social services to run it past them. They said they encourage families to go camping. Outdoor exercise is good for the children and it’s bonding for the family.’

‘How can it be bonding for the family when you’re not coming? You’ll be at a conference two hundred kilometres away,’ said Derrick.

‘I think I’d bond with Father better if he was two hundred kilometres away,’ said Michael.

‘I can’t stand here all day jibber-jabbing, I’ve got a tax-deductable motel to go and stay in,’ said Mr Green. ‘There are your tents.’ He dumped two tents out of the car onto the footpath. ‘Enjoy your camping trip.’

‘But where are we meant to go camping?’ asked Samantha.

‘In the woods, of course,’ said Mr Green. ‘Somewhere where it’s free. I’m not shelling out for access to a toilet block. You can dig a hole. It will be character building for you.’

At this point Nanny Piggins lunged for Mr Green as he leapt into the Rolls-Royce, quickly speeding away for fear of the savage punishment she would wreak upon his shins.
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Nanny Piggins and the children found Boris hiding under a laundry basket in the garden. (He had been frightened when he came home to find his shed wearing fancy dress.) Fortunately, he had bumped in to Sophia and her children as they safely exited the house and they told him he could hide with them.

After safely housing Sophia and her family in Mrs Simpson’s outdoor toilet, Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children hiked all the way to the corner, where Nanny Piggins commandeered the ice-cream van (so she did have some ice-cream to eat her cake with) and got the driver to take them to the nearest wood. There they found themselves a grassy clearing by a babbling stream and surrounded by tall shady trees. They all stood and looked at the mouldy grey-green canvas tents Mr Green had left for them.

‘They smell of unhappiness,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘I think it’s just mould,’ said Derrick.

‘Is there anything unhappier than living in something that is infested with mould?’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Perhaps we should put them up,’ said Samantha. ‘It’s going to be getting dark soon.’

‘All right, go on then,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘What do you mean, go on?’ asked Derrick. ‘Aren’t you going to help? You lived in the circus. Don’t you know how to put up a tent?’

Nanny Piggins looked horrified.

Boris gasped. ‘Nanny Piggins was a circus star. She never put up a tent,’ he said. ‘That is what carnies are for. They get very cross with you if you try to encroach on their job description.’

‘Do you know how to put up a tent?’ Michael asked Boris.

‘No, sorry. Bear claws aren’t very good for doing practical things. Unless you count ripping people’s throats out and I don’t see how that would help in this situation,’ said Boris.

‘Maybe there are some instructions inside the bag,’ suggested Samantha optimistically.

An hour later, after much bickering, snatching and several instances of accidentally stabbing each other in the eye with a tent pole, they all sat around a beautiful roaring fire.

Nanny Piggins had made the unilateral decision to burn the tents.

‘There,’ said Nanny Piggins happily. ‘We’re much warmer now than we would be if we were inside the tents.’

‘But where are we going to sleep?’ asked Samantha.

‘We’ll just sleep in the open tonight,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘But what if it rains?’ asked Michael.

‘It will save you having to have a shower in the morning,’ said Nanny Piggins.

And so after they had toasted the seven bags of marshmallows that Nanny Piggins had stuffed in a secret compartment in the bottom of her handbag and told a few ghost stories (until Samantha begged them all to stop), they all went to sleep and slept for a total of 38 minutes before they were awoken by screaming.

‘Aaaagghhh-aagghhh-aggghhh!’ screamed Boris.

‘What is it? What’s wrong?’ asked Nanny Piggins as she fumbled for her torch.

‘I heard a noise,’ said Boris.

‘What sort of noise?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘A little crumply noise,’ said Boris.

‘Why on earth did that make you scream?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘What if it was a wild animal trying to sneak up and eat us?’ said Boris.

‘Boris, you’re a great big bear,’ said Samantha.

‘I don’t see why you need to bring up my weight issues,’ wept Boris.

‘No, I’m just saying, what sort of wild animal did you imagine would attack you?’ asked Samantha.

‘A hungry one,’ said Boris. ‘They could put me in their larder and feed off me for months.’

‘We’re two kilometres from the centre of Dulsford,’ Derrick reminded him. ‘I don’t think there are any wild animals around here. Except perhaps a stray cat, some frogs and maybe some snakes.’

‘Snakes!’ shrieked Boris, leaping into the air and into Nanny Piggins’ arms, flattening her completely.

‘Why did you have to say snakes?’ asked Nanny Piggins in a small voice. (It is hard to talk loudly when there is a 700 kilogram bear sitting on your chest.)

‘Only the small non-venomous kind,’ said Derrick, trying and failing to be reassuring.

‘But they’re so slithery and slimy,’ wailed Boris.

‘No they’re not,’ said Michael. ‘They’re not slimy at all if you touch one.’

‘He wants me to touch a snake, Sarah, oh help me!’ shrieked Boris.

To be fair, it was pitch-black and they were in the middle of the woods and it is much easier to degenerate into a hysterical weeping fool when you are isolated from civilisation.

Nanny Piggins eventually got Boris to calm down by throwing him in the stream. You might wonder how a 40 kilogram pig managed to throw a 700 kilogram bear anywhere. The simple answer is – levers. As Isaac Newton observed, with a lever long enough you could move the earth. Nanny Piggins only needed a twenty-metre-long branch to flip Boris into an icy pool.

‘There will be no animal attack tonight because I will not allow it,’ declared Nanny Piggins.

‘What about pygmies or cannibals?’ worried Boris.

‘We’re right next to town,’ protested Derrick.

‘All right, what about really angry lost motorists looking for someone to give them directions?’ panicked Boris.

‘No-one and nothing will attack us tonight,’ promised Nanny Piggins, ‘because I will stay up to stand guard over you all.’

‘You would do that?’ asked Boris, beginning to weep again. ‘You’re the best big sister a bear could have.’

‘Do I need to throw you in the stream again?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘No, thank you,’ said Boris, snuggling down into his sleeping bag. One bath was enough for him for the day.

They all went to sleep again. This time they slept for several hours before they were again awoken by screaming.

‘Aaaggghh-aggh-aggh!’ screamed Samantha. ‘We’ve been kidnapped.’

The boys and Boris sat up and looked around. It appeared that Samantha was right. They had gone to sleep under the stars but they were now definitely shut inside a native hut.

The door burst open. Now everyone screamed, for there, silhouetted in the doorway, stood a native chieftainess, wearing a skirt made of long grass, a coconut bra and a wild headdress fashioned out of feathers, leaves and string.

‘Good morning,’ said the native chieftainess, and with a sigh of relief, they all realised it was only Nanny Piggins.

‘What are you doing?’ asked Samantha.

‘What are you wearing?’ asked Boris.

‘How did we get to be inside a native hut?’ asked Derrick.

‘Oh, the hut,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘While I was watching over you last night I had a lot of time to fill, so I thought I’d whip up a wattle and daub structure. I saw a Cambodian stilt house once on a South-East Asian cooking show, so I had a rough idea of the architecture required.’

‘We’re in a stilt house?’ asked Michael.

‘Yes, so when you go outside, be careful,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Otherwise you might fall two metres and break your leg.’

‘Why are you dressed like that?’ asked Samantha.

‘My Chanel twin-set got wet when I was spear-fishing in the river,’ explained Nanny Piggins. ‘By the way, there’s fresh trout for breakfast.’

‘I thought you said you didn’t like camping?’ said Derrick. ‘That it was degrading to the human soul?’

‘Just because I don’t like something doesn’t mean I’m not very good at it,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘In fact, when you’re as very good at as many things as I am, statistically it is highly likely that you will be good at lots of things you don’t like.’

‘Wait a minute. You said there were fish for breakfast. Surely you mean chocolate-covered fish?’ asked Michael. ‘Or chocolate-stuffed fish. Or fish with chocolate sauce.’

‘No, just fish,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I have decided that we are not going back to the house. We are going to stay here in the woods and live off the land.’

‘But how?’ asked Boris. ‘There are no marshmallow trees, or caramel bushes, or lemon bonbon flowers; none of the essential foods we need to survive. And what about honey? Where am I going to get honey if I can’t go to a shop? Honey doesn’t just grow in the wild!’

‘Actually, it does,’ said Derrick. ‘You can find honey in beehives, which are often in old trees or just hanging from a branch.’

‘Now Derrick is going delirious with crazy talk too!’ exclaimed Boris.

‘We’ll be fine,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘We’ll eat the berries and fish we find in the woods, wear clothes we make out of water reeds, and entertain ourselves by playing “Last of the Mohicans”.’

‘It sounds like fun to me,’ said Michael.

‘It does?’ asked Samantha sceptically.

‘How do we start?’ asked Michael.

‘First of all I’ve decided that I am going to declare the woods to be a new country – Chocolatasia,’ declared Nanny Piggins.

‘How is that going to work?’ asked Samantha.

‘We’re all going to be the kings and queens of Chocolatasia,’ explained Nanny Piggins.

‘That sounds very democratic,’ approved Derrick.

‘And I shall be the Chief Queen,’ added Nanny Piggins. ‘Once we are our own country we won’t have to follow any rules or laws, we can just do what we like.’

‘And how will that be different to what we usually do?’ asked Derrick.

Nanny Piggins thought for a moment. ‘Well, instead of having chocolate nine times a day – before, during and after every meal – we can eat five meals a day, allowing us a much healthier fifteen servings of daily chocolate.’

‘I think I’m going to like living in Chocolatasia,’ said Michael.

And he was right. Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children had a wonderful time creating their own civilisation. First of all they spent a good two hours running around the woods playing ‘Last of the Mohicans’, which involved a lot of chasing each other with pointy sticks. Then they got hungry, so Nanny Piggins took their fish out to the main road to try to barter it for chocolate (they had tried eating the fish, but all agreed it was too disgustingly fishy for that. Fish needs to be thoroughly coated in breadcrumbs, cooking oil and tomato sauce to take away its essential fishy taste).

No-one on the main road wanted to eat fish either but Nanny Piggins found that threatening to hit people with fish if they did not go and fetch her chocolate worked just as well (she lent them Mr Green’s credit card to do it).

So they were soon all sitting around the camp fire having polished off a 20 kilogram crate of chocolate and cake, discussing their satisfying morning.

‘I think I’m going to like running a country,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I’ve often thought I’d be good at it, but I always assumed I’d have to take over a pre-existing country to find out. I don’t know why it never occurred to me to start my own country before.’

‘But, Nanny Piggins, what are we going to do about other essential things?’ asked Samantha.

‘What sort of essential things?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘Well . . . school,’ said Samantha.

‘You want to go to school?’ asked Nanny Piggins, astounded.

‘I don’t so much like the going to school part of going to school, but I do like learning things,’ admitted Samantha.

‘I like the eucalyptus drops you can get in the school canteen,’ admitted Michael.

‘Hmm,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I can see that the confectionary they sell in the canteen is probably the best thing about going to school. If you really want a school, we can always have one here. I’ll even kidnap a teacher if that would help.’

‘But what about friends?’ asked Derrick. ‘At school we all had friends. It is going to be hard to make new friends if we are all running around the woods wearing clothes made out of water reeds.’

‘Any friend who is going to be funny about spending time with you when you’re wearing nothing but dried foliage is not a proper friend,’ declared Nanny Piggins.

‘But what about electricity?’ argued Samantha. ‘Aren’t you going to miss that? The cakes you have baked for us over the open fire have been delicious, but don’t you miss having an electric oven?’

‘Pish!’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I can build a wood-fired oven. My cakes will be just as delicious as they have ever been. We are forming a new civilisation and that is final. I’m the Chief Queen and what I say goes!’

‘That’s a shame,’ said Michael, looking at his watch.

‘What do you mean, “that’s a shame”?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘You should be grateful to be a founding citizen of what is sure to be the Nanny Piggins Empire.’

‘Don’t you mean the Chocolatasia Empire?’ asked Samantha.

‘Same thing,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘I just meant it’s a shame because The Young and the Irritable starts in twenty minutes and we’re going to miss it,’ said Michael.

‘Right, that’s it,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I declare Chocolatasia to be over. Pack up, we’re getting out of here!’
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Obviously Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children could not go home because their house was still full of toxic gas. And as much as Nanny Piggins loved The Young and the Irritable, even she was not prepared to risk asphyxiation just to find out if Ridge would finally pop the question to Bethany. (He had been agonising for weeks over whether he should ask her if she really was the reincarnated spirit of his mother’s dog, Rosie.) So they were still camping, but they had found a much more satisfactory camp site than the woods.

‘It was a brilliant idea to rebuild our hut inside Hans’ bakery,’ said Derrick, during an ad break.

‘Thank you,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I don’t know why I didn’t think of it earlier. If you are going to rough it and live off the land, the land inside a baker’s shop is a much more sensible place to be than the woods.’

‘Plus he lent you his portable TV,’ added Michael.

‘Hans is not just a culinary artist,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘he is also a wonderful man.’

‘A man who had a realistic idea of how much cake he would sell if he allowed Nanny Piggins to live in his shop for six days,’ added Samantha.

‘Yes, I just gave him Mr Green’s credit card to keep,’ agreed Nanny Piggins. ‘Your father really was very naughty abandoning us and leaving us to forage for food, so he only has himself to blame if we have Hans’ most expensive treat – chocolate fudge hot cake with extra chocolate, extra fudge and extra cake at every meal for the rest of the week.
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Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children were sitting on the bench outside the supermarket. They had been given a ‘time-out’ by the supermarket manager. He did not want to ban them from the supermarket entirely, because Nanny Piggins spent so much on flour, eggs, butter and other cake-making ingredients. He could not afford to lose her as a customer. But she had become so hysterically overexcited by the discovery of a new brand of cappuccino-flavoured chocolate in the confectionary aisle that he’d had to intervene. He had sent her outside to sit on the bench for 17 minutes (a minute for every block of chocolate she had eaten) while she calmed down. Then, if she apologised for scaring the other customers, she would be allowed back in.

Nanny Piggins would have dearly loved to denounce the supermarket manager and swear that she would never come back to his establishment again, but she knew lying was wrong. And there was no way she would be able to stay away when there were still 23 blocks of cappuccino chocolate sitting on the supermarket shelf.

‘Hmmpf,’ said Nanny Piggins sulkily as she kicked her legs back and forth and crossed her arms tighter while thinking nasty thoughts about the manager.

‘Three minutes have gone already,’ said Samantha helpfully, ‘so only fourteen more minutes to go.’

‘If I scared the other customers, it’s his fault,’ grumbled Nanny Piggins.

‘It is?’ asked Derrick.

‘If he is going to have such dangerously delicious chocolate in his supermarket he should warn people, with a letterbox drop to everyone in the neighbourhood and a full-page advertisement in all the major newspapers,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Then he should put up protective barriers around the display in case there is a crush.’

‘To prevent people from getting hurt?’ asked Michael.

‘I was thinking to prevent the chocolate getting hurt,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘but it could protect the people too. Now we have to sit out here and wait forever.’

‘We could play a game to pass the time,’ suggested Michael.

‘Like what?’ asked Nanny Piggins, unbending. She liked games.

‘I-spy,’ suggested Michael.

Nanny Piggins groaned. ‘I’d rather slip into a coma. I know that game. It has absolutely nothing to do with spies at all. It’s just a deceitful way to teach children spelling skills and dress it up as fun. I refuse to condone such a thing.’

The children did not know what to say next. And Boris was not in a position to speak at all (because his head was stuck under the bench in an attempt to hide. He did not like being yelled at, even when it was only someone as unimposing as a supermarket manager).

‘Twelve minutes to go,’ said Samantha, looking at her watch.

‘Why don’t we see if there is anything interesting on the community noticeboard?’ suggested Michael, pointing to the public bulletin board on the wall across from them.

‘I’m not allowed to get up from the bench,’ said Nanny Piggins petulantly.

‘I am,’ said Michael. (He was not in the aisle when Nanny Piggins caused her scene. He was too busy reading comics in the stationery aisle.) ‘I’ll read them aloud to you.’

This suggestion piqued Nanny Piggins’ interest. She liked the community noticeboard. She had once seen an advertisement for an aquarium, which had proved an excellent purchase. It housed her extensive cockroach collection comfortably. She liked her cockroaches to be happy and well rested, just in case Headmaster Pimplestock should annoy her and she had to drive down to the school and dump a couple of hundred of them into the glove box of his car.

‘All right,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘That’s a good idea.’

Michael went over to the noticeboard and started reading from the bottom up (he was not a very tall boy).

‘Guinea pigs for sale,’ read Michael.

‘Hmm,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Guinea pigs can be useful. They are very good at impersonating rats. And if you’re patient you can train them to defuse bombs in confined spaces. But they do poo everywhere, which is a mark against them.’

‘Yoga lessons at the community centre,’ read Michael.

‘Stuff and nonsense!’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I don’t need to bend my head back behind my kneecaps to relax.’

‘Hey!’ protested Boris, pulling his head out from under the bench. ‘I’m teaching those yoga lessons.’

‘And I’m sure they’re very good,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘for people who do need to bend their heads behind their kneecaps to relax.’

‘Which is actually quite a lot of people, let me tell you,’ said Boris. ‘Modern life seems to do strange things to a human’s central nervous system.’

‘Here’s one!’ said Michael. ‘Open entry for the regional chess championship.’

‘Chess!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘I hope they’ve got paramedics with defibrillators on stand-by, just in case anyone’s heart stops beating out of boredom. Could there be anything more dull?’

‘What about ‘I-spy’?’ asked Derrick provocatively.

‘Hah!’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Chess makes I-spy look like laser tag. And I mean real laser tag, played with lasers so powerful they could melt a house brick.’

‘That’s a shame,’ said Michael, still looking at the noticeboard.

‘What do you mean?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘The prize for the winner of the chess championship is a thousand dollars and –’ Michael had to stretch up on his tippy-toes to read the next bit – ‘a year’s supply of cheesecake.’

Nanny Piggins leapt to her feet (violating the time-out she had been given). ‘A year’s supply of cheesecake!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘Why, cheesecake is one of the seven most delicious types of cake in the entire world. Rising to the top five when it is chocolate cheesecake.’

‘Really?’ asked Samantha. She was tempted to ask what the other six were but decided not to, in case it led to a seven-hour lecture on the subject.

‘And do you know what the best thing about cheesecake is?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘Um . . .’ said Derrick. The children were afraid to answer. Nanny Piggins could get quite upset when she discovered the true level of their cake-related ignorance.

‘It contains no cheese whatsoever,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘I thought it contained cream cheese,’ said Samantha.

‘Yes, but that doesn’t count because it is much more creamy than cheesy,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I remember the first time I tried cheesecake. I was so delighted to discover it contained no lumps of cheddar at all. Come on, let’s go!’

‘You can’t go,’ said Samantha. ‘You’ve been given a time-out. You’ve got seven more minutes to sit on the bench.’

‘Piffle to that!’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘But what about the cappuccino chocolate?’ asked Michael.

‘I’ll come back and buy it later,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘But you’ll be banned,’ protested Samantha.

‘I’ll disguise myself as a bullfighter,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘They’ll never know it’s me. The new batch of fake moustaches I ordered arrived in the post yesterday. Now come on. We’ve got better things to do. I’ve got to go home and learn how to play chess.’
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‘Chess is sooooo boring,’ complained Nanny Piggins.

She had been sitting in front of Mr Green’s chess board, reading a book about how to play chess for all of four minutes.

‘It’s based on the principles of warfare,’ said Michael, ‘and you like warfare.’

‘Yes, but the fun thing about warfare is all the leaping about and yelling,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘But as far as I can see from reading this book there is no leaping about and yelling in chess at all.’

‘You could always give up,’ said Derrick.

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Not when there is a year’s supply of cheesecake on the line.’

‘But maybe chess just isn’t the thing for you,’ said Samantha. ‘You can’t be good at everything.’

‘Why not?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘I always am good at everything. Name one thing I’m not brilliant at!’

‘Waiting patiently,’ said Samantha.

‘Sitting still,’ added Michael.

‘Listening quietly,’ chipped in Derrick.

‘Thinking logically,’ continued Samantha.

‘Arguing reasonably,’ added Michael.

‘Eating vegetables,’ said Derrick.

‘All right, all right!’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘So there are a few things that I am slightly less good at. But they are all silly things that don’t matter. I’m sure I’ll be good at chess if I just wing it.’

‘I don’t know, Nanny Piggins,’ said Derrick. ‘There is a lot of strategy and tactics to chess. Maybe you should read a book or two.’

Nanny Piggins slumped across the table. ‘But I don’t want to. They are such long, thick, dull books, with no pirates or penniless farm girls falling in love with dukes dressed as highwaymen. Plus The Young and the Irritable is on in six minutes and I’d much rather watch that.’

‘I suppose you could try winging it,’ said Michael. (He wanted to watch The Young and the Irritable too.) ‘If chess is based on warfare then I’m sure you’ll be a natural. You’re better at attacking people than anyone I know.’

‘Thank you,’ said Nanny Piggins, giving Michael an affectionate hug. ‘The trick is to attack them brutally when they don’t deserve it.’

‘Don’t you mean when they least expect it?’ asked Samantha.

‘Exactly,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘And they least expect it when they don’t deserve it.’

And so Nanny Piggins and the children watched television, then ate cake, then went down to the supermarket dressed as bullfighters. (The supermarket manager was not fooled by the outfits or the moustaches, but who was he to turn away such a loyal customer?) Then they did absolutely no preparation for the chess tournament. Except for carbo-loading. If eating lots of carbohydrates was good for marathon runners, Nanny Piggins felt sure it must be good for chess players too.

When they arrived at the community centre the next day, Nanny Piggins and the children were surprised. They expected the regional championships to have some grandeur – after all it was regional, and chess was a noble game. But nothing could be further from the truth. The folding picnic tables, plastic chess pieces and refreshments served in styrofoam cups could not be less impressive. The only thing less impressive than the surrounds was the players themselves.

‘I’ve never seen so many grown men wearing anoraks before,’ marvelled Nanny Piggins.

‘It isn’t even a cold day,’ observed Derrick.

‘Do you think they are smuggling in something under their jackets?’ guessed Nanny Piggins.

‘What? Like bombs?’ asked Michael.

‘I was thinking better refreshments,’ said Nanny Piggins, eyeing the stale pastries on the trestle table. It was rare for her to come across a baked product that even she could not get excited about.

‘Are you here to register for the competition?’ asked a frumpy-looking man in a grey anorak and carrying a clipboard.

‘Yes, I am,’ declared Nanny Piggins. ‘My name is Sarah Matahari Lorelai Piggins and I have come here to trounce you all and take home the year’s supply of cheesecake.’

‘What’s your rating?’ asked the clipboard carrier, not looking up because he was too busy spelling Matahari.

‘Rating?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘What do you mean? I was given 11 out of 10 stars by Cannon Blaster’s Monthly when they judged me to be the World’s Greatest Flying Pig ever. Which is quite an accomplishment because in the fourth century the ancient Celts had an impressive pig called Boudica Piggins who once flew 800 metres out of a catapult in the siege of Camulodunum.’

‘I mean your chess ranking,’ said the clipboard man. ‘Everyone who plays competitive chess gets a ranking.’

‘Do I look boring enough to have entered a chess tournament before?’ asked Nanny Piggins, bristling.

The man looked Nanny Piggins up and down. He was not an observant man, but even he could see she was not wearing an anorak. ‘No,’ he admitted. ‘Well, you’ll have to go in the qualifying tournament then, to prove you’re good enough to play in the main competition.’

‘Very well,’ said Nanny Piggins, resisting the urge to teach this man some manners with a short sharp nip to his shins (not out of generosity but because he did not look like he washed his clothes very often). ‘Lead me to the chess player you would like me to trounce.’

Nanny Piggins was assigned a player number, a table number and a start time. When she sat down to play her first game she was not a happy pig. For a start she had been told (rudely) that she was not allowed to take refreshments to the chess table. It shows considerable dedication to her principles that she risked passing out from hunger, by wasting energy yelling at the refreshment provider for a full twenty minutes.

When she got to the table it did not cheer her up to see just how ugly her competitor was. He was a man in his late fifties with a beard. But to call it a beard was not strictly accurate. It was more that he had let all his facial hair (from his head, face, ears and nose) grow unchecked and uncombed for three decades. He did not look like he shampooed it very often either.

Nanny Piggins was beginning to regret eating so many stale doughnuts earlier in a show of defiance to the refreshment provider.

Nanny Piggins was playing the black pieces so she had to wait for her hairy competitor to move first. He picked up a pawn, slammed it down two spaces forward on the board and slapped the button on the chess clock alongside the board. This was the first time Nanny Piggins had noticed the clock.

‘What’s that?’ she asked.

‘I don’t have to talk to you, you stupid pig,’ said the man rudely in Ukrainian.

‘Yes, you do, you smelly ignoramus,’ replied Nanny Piggins in flawless Ukrainian. (She had learnt Ukrainian one summer when the Ringmaster had tricked her into taking a nap inside a shipping container, which he then nailed shut and shipped to the Ukrainian circus he sold her to.)

‘We each have forty-five minutes to make our moves,’ explained the hairy man. ‘I take two seconds to make my first move. You are taking two minutes and have not yet made yours.’

‘Pish!’ said Nanny Piggins. (Her tone of contempt was universal so the Ukrainian understood her perfectly.) She looked at the board and concentrated hard. She knew how all the pieces moved. She understood about trickier moves like castling and turning a pawn into a queen. But now that she focused all that knowledge on the decision of what to do next, one answer clearly emerged in Nanny Piggins’ mind. Her brain told her loudly and clearly that there was just one thing to do. And she did it.

Nanny Piggins stood up suddenly, slapping the underside of the table with her trotters and flipping the table, board and all, over entirely. The pieces flew up and got stuck in the Ukrainian’s beard. The chess clock spiralled through the air and landed in the pile of stale Danishes that had built up in a nearby pot plant.

‘This game is ridiculous!’ yelled Nanny Piggins. ‘I refuse to play anymore.’

‘Hah!’ scoffed the Ukrainian. ‘I win. You default. You lose, pig.’

‘You may win the game of chess,’ said Nanny Piggins proudly, ‘but when it comes to the game of life, a man with such a sorry grasp of the principles of hygiene will lose every time.’

The Ukrainian did not care. He was too busy pumping the air with his fists and saying rude things in Ukrainian.

‘But what about the cheesecake?’ asked Michael.

‘Some sacrifices are not worth making,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Much as I like cheesecake, it was not worth sitting opposite that yucky man and playing this tedious game a moment longer.’

‘Are you sure?’ asked Samantha, knowing how much her nanny really did care about cake.

Nanny Piggins looked defiant for three seconds longer and then she burst into tears. ‘No,’ she wept. ‘I think I’ve just made a terrible mistake. But I just couldn’t concentrate on the chess pieces. It was like doing a maths exam.’

‘You’ve never done a maths exam,’ pointed out Michael.

‘Thank goodness,’ agreed Nanny Piggins. ‘From what I’ve heard they really should be listed under the Geneva Conventions as a form of torture.’

‘Come on, let’s go home,’ said Derrick. ‘We can always make some cheesecake.’

‘It won’t be the same,’ sniffed Nanny Piggins. ‘Cake that is given to you always tastes nicer because you can really enjoy not having had to make it.’

‘Don’t worry, Boris borrowed Father’s Rolls-Royce and he’s coming to pick us up,’ said Samantha.

‘I’m lucky to have such a sweet bear for a brother,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘It almost makes up for not getting to eat ten times my own body weight in cheesecake.’

‘There he is,’ said Michael.

Boris pushed open the glass doors and entered the room. Now, normally when a large group of people are shocked, they fall silent. But the chess players had already been silent. So when Boris entered they started mumbling, which is about as loud as a chess player gets.

‘What’s the matter with you lot?!’ demanded Nanny Piggins. ‘Haven’t you ever seen a ten-foot-tall Kodiak bear before?’

‘Come on, Sarah,’ said Boris. ‘I left the engine running. Let’s get out of here quickly.’ Boris grabbed Nanny Piggins by the trotter and started to hurry her to the door. But they never made it because the man with the clipboard leapt in front of them.

‘You are Boris Bearovski!’ he exclaimed.

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ said Nanny Piggins, fighting the urge to stamp on the impertinent man’s foot. ‘His name is Boris the Ballet-Dancing Bear.’

‘I know Boris Bearovski when I see him,’ protested the clipboard man.

‘You obviously don’t know a bar of soap when you see one,’ accused Nanny Piggins, ‘so I wouldn’t trust your judgement on recognising anything else.’

‘Well actually,’ said Boris, ‘when I was a little bear cub in Russia I did use another name.’

‘Was it Lillibet?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘If I wasn’t already called Sarah Matahari Lorelai Piggins I’ve always thought I’d like to be called Lillibet.’

‘Maybe you will some day,’ said Michael optimistically. ‘The chances of you having to go into the witness protection program or run away from the police and change your name are much higher than they are for a normal person because of your colourful lifestyle.’

‘True,’ agreed Nanny Piggins.

‘You are Boris Bearovski!’ accused the clipboard man, again.

‘Are we still talking about that?’ asked Nanny Piggins, starting to get annoyed.

‘Boris Bearovski, the world’s greatest chess-playing bear!’ declared the clipboard man.

‘What?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘Boris, are you secretly brilliant at something without telling me?’

‘I don’t know about brilliant,’ said Boris. ‘A lot of people are good at chess in Russia. They take it very seriously there.’

‘You have a ranking of 2602,’ gushed the clipboard man.

‘Is that good?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘Anything over 2500 makes you a grandmaster,’ said the clipboard man.

‘That does sound good,’ agreed Nanny Piggins. ‘I wouldn’t mind having the title “grandmaster”. It would look very good on business cards, right after “World’s Greatest Flying Pig”.’

‘There’s no need to make such a fuss,’ said Boris, blushing.

‘Why didn’t you ever mention that you were a genius at chess?’ asked Samantha.

‘It never came up,’ said Boris. ‘Being good at chess is kind of like being good at watching paint dry. It’s not exactly a scintillating conversation starter. Besides, I forgot.’

‘How could you forget that you’re a chess grandmaster?’ asked the clipboard man.

‘Well, I might be a genius at chess but I’m much better at ballet,’ explained Boris, ‘so I spend most of my time thinking about that . . . and honey sandwiches. Speaking of which, has anybody got a honey sandwich?’

‘You have to enter our chess tournament,’ said the clipboard man.

‘My brother doesn’t have to do anything,’ declared Nanny Piggins, starting to puff herself up, ready for a fight.

‘But he’s the only one who could beat Olga Svinya, the top-ranked player in the tournament,’ said the clipboard man.

‘Olga Svinya,’ scoffed Boris. ‘That hack? She’s your best player?’

‘She’s a grandmaster,’ said the clipboard man.

‘Standards must have dropped since my day,’ said Boris. ‘I’d rather not play, thank you. I’ve got a nap scheduled in half an hour and I don’t want to miss it.’

‘Come along then,’ said Nanny Piggins. They started to make their way towards the door.

‘But what about the thousand dollars?’ called the clipboard man.

They kept walking.

‘What about the cheesecake?!’ he called again.

Nanny Piggins froze. She turned to her brother. ‘Boris, would you mind terribly beating all these people at chess?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Boris.

‘Please,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I really like cheesecake.’

‘Do they have honey-flavoured cheesecake?’ asked Boris.

‘If they don’t we could always just tip a bucket of honey over a cheesecake as soon as we got it home,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘All right,’ said Boris. ‘I’ll play.’
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There were 256 players in the tournament (who would have guessed that there were so many dirty, anorak-wearing chess players in Dulsford?), which meant that that Boris had to play and win six games to make it through to the final. It turns out this was not a problem because he really was a chess genius.

There was a scare in his first game, when it looked like he was going to fall asleep and slump across the chess table. But by playing an audio recording of a babbling brook, Nanny Piggins was able to lure Boris out to the toilet and, once he was there, she forced him to drink ten litres of honey (which he enjoyed enormously). That perked him up, so he played much more quickly from then on.

Boris concentrated so hard he did not even notice the ‘smack talk’ from the other players. In official chess tournaments it is, of course, against the rules to say mean things to other players. But since at least half the players were from Eastern Europe, they were able to say all sorts of horrid things to each other without the organisers knowing.

‘You are great big fatty,’ one player told Boris. This would normally make such a soft-hearted bear cry for a week. But he did not even notice because he was concentrating so hard on how he could capture his opponent’s rook, take control of that quadrant of the board and force a checkmate.

In Boris’ fifth game, his opponent became so incensed that he was going to lose that he tried leaping up and hitting Boris. Fortunately for him, Boris did not notice. Being ten foot tall and 700 kilograms, a little thing like a right hook felt like nothing more than a tickle, especially when he was concentrating on capturing his opponent’s bishop, employing the Bearovski gambit and forcing a checkmate.

Finally, after two long days and seven matches, Boris made it through to the grand final. All the other tables had been cleared away and raised seating had been arranged around the one remaining table.

‘So where is Olga?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘I haven’t seen this nemesis of yours.’

‘I wouldn’t call her a nemesis,’ said Boris. ‘She is far too mediocre for that. But because she has inexplicably been given the rank of grandmaster, she didn’t have to compete. She automatically went straight into the final.’

‘Here she comes now!’ said Michael.

There was commotion at the doorway as the anorak-wearing men rushed forward to get a glimpse of the great chess celebrity. They all gasped, one or two even swooned, and murmurs of ‘she’s brilliant and beautiful!’ could be heard about the room.

Nanny Piggins rolled her eyes. ‘Haven’t these men ever seen a woman before?’

‘Well, they spend their spare time at chess tournaments, so probably not,’ said Boris.

The crowd parted and Nanny Piggins and the children got their first glimpse of her.

‘Oh,’ said Nanny Piggins. She had to reluctantly concede that this Olga Svinya was indeed stunningly beautiful.

True, she was very short, and her face was half-obscured by an enormous pair of sunglasses and a long black fringe. And on anyone else, the grey trench coach and a huge faux fur hat might look silly, as if her head had been encased in a furry UFO. But somehow Olga carried it off. There was something alluring, almost familiar, about her strikingly beautiful face.

‘Aaah, Boris,’ said Olga in a thick Russian accent. ‘We meet again.’

‘Olga, either you’ve been given a brain transplant or you have somehow fooled the chess establishment into making you a grandmaster,’ said Boris.

‘Boris,’ scolded Samantha. ‘It’s not like you to be so rude.’

‘I’m not being rude,’ said Boris. ‘Only truthful.’

‘Hah,’ shrugged Olga dismissively. (Russians like this type of guttural gesture.) ‘Perhaps I have done both. Shall we play chess?’ asked Olga, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear.

‘Of course,’ said Boris, ‘unless you’d rather play Twister. I like that too.’

They sat down at the chess table and the whole room, including Nanny Piggins, the children and 254 anorak-wearing men, fell silent. It was an engrossing battle. Even Nanny Piggins paid attention, aided by Michael handing her a constant stream of lollies so she could stay awake.

It turned out that Boris and Olga were very evenly matched. Boris would try a bold Sicilian defence, and she would respond with a brilliant Siberian Trap. She would try to trick him with a Budapest gambit and he would respond with an Adler variation. The match wore on until they each only had four pieces left and there were only twenty minutes left on the clock – four for Olga and sixteen for Boris.

‘Do you think Boris will be able to win in time?’ whispered Derrick.

‘He would if he was allowed to put her in a headlock,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Really, it is ridiculous forcing a ten-foot-tall bear to play a war game with a four-foot-tall woman. Obviously he’d win in real life.’

‘I don’t know,’ said Samantha. ‘He is prone to crying.’

Olga looked up from the board. She was clearly frustrated. She angrily rubbed her ear. ‘Umpire,’ she called to the clipboard-carrying man. ‘I want to make an official complaint about audience members whispering. I want that pig thrown out.’ She glared at Nanny Piggins.

Everyone gasped.

‘What did you say?’ asked Nanny Piggins, glaring at Olga as if seeing her for the first time.

‘Here we go,’ said Michael, bracing himself for Nanny Piggins’ response.

‘Um . . . er . . . Miss,’ said the clipboard-carrying man. He was terrified of Nanny Piggins and he did not even realise she was an eighth dan blackbelt in taekwondo. He was just terrified of women generally. Even if they were pigs. ‘Um, I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to leave.’

‘Ask me to leave?’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Hah!’ (She enjoyed being dramatic too.) ‘I’m not the one you should be asking to leave. You should be throwing her out!’ Nanny Piggins pointed dramatically at Olga Svinya.

‘Grandmaster Svinya?’ asked the clipboard man.

‘No, because Olga Svinya is not her real name,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘She is an imposter!’

Everyone gasped again. This was quickly becoming the world’s second most exciting chess tournament (nothing would ever equal the St Petersburg Chess Final of 1913 where the Bolsheviks tried to overthrow the chess elite by using poisoned chess pieces).

‘Her real name is Sue Piggins and she is my identical twin sister,’ declared Nanny Piggins, ‘and I can prove it!’ Nanny Piggins leapt forward and grabbed Olga’s hair, yanking it hard. It didn’t move.

‘Ow!’ screamed Olga.

‘Why isn’t your wig coming off?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘Have you superglued it on there?’

‘It’s not a wig, you twit,’ said Olga.

‘Nanny Piggins!’ cried the children as they rushed forward to try to prevent her from escalating common assault to grievous bodily harm.

‘Well, I bet you haven’t had these stapled to your face,’ said Nanny Piggins as she instead whipped off Olga’s sunglasses.

Again everyone gasped, but this time from shock to find themselves staring at an exact clone of Nanny Piggins.

‘It is one of your identical twin sisters!’ exclaimed Samantha.

‘I think I recognise my genetic replica when I see her,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘It did take you three hours and you’ve been staring right at her,’ said Derrick.

‘I was distracted by that ridiculous hat,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘So what?’ demanded Olga (Sue). ‘There’s no crime against changing my name and speaking in a fake Russian accent.’

‘Oh there’s no crime in that,’ agreed Nanny Piggins, ‘no matter how peculiar it may be. But I suspect there is a crime here. For my sister Sue is not a chess genius.’

‘She’s not?’ asked Michael. ‘But your sisters are always brilliant at something.’

‘And she is,’ agreed Nanny Piggins, ‘but it is not chess. She has a genius for grifting.’

‘What’s grifting?’ asked Michael.

‘She’s a con-pig!’ said Boris.

‘Exactly,’ pronounced Nanny Piggins. ‘She has a genius for fooling others and taking advantage of the weak-minded.’

‘Then why would she target chess players?’ asked the organiser. ‘We’re all very clever.’

‘You may be clever,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘but your minds are as weak as a weak blancmange. Put your hand up if you’ve ever heard of deodorant!’

Not one man put his hand up.

‘You see,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Then how did she get to be a grandmaster?’ asked Derrick. ‘You have to play a lot of tournaments to qualify.’

‘That’s what I’d like to know,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘and I think I have the answer.’ Nanny Piggins peered closely at her sister.

‘You’re bluffing,’ said Sue as she backed away.

‘I think the answer lies in that hat,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘No Piggins would wear a winter hat today, three days into spring, not unless they had something to conceal in among all that faux fur.’

Nanny and Sue Piggins stared each other down. Sue Piggins weighed up her options. Not being as brainy as a chess genius, this took her a few moments. Then suddenly Sue Piggins (apparently deciding to abandon her claim to the year’s supply of cheesecake) made a dash for the door.

Unfortunately the years of sitting at a chess table pretending to know how to play had taken their toll. She was no match for the superior athleticism of Nanny Piggins, who soon tackled her to the ground where a wrestling match ensued. The sisters were evenly matched, being equally talented at hair pulling and biting. But the large faux fur hat was not up to it. It tumbled off Sue’s head revealing a tangle of multicoloured wires, a transistor receiver and a tiny pink electronic device.

‘Look!’ cried Derrick. ‘An earpiece.’

‘That’s how you did it,’ accused Nanny Piggins. ‘Someone has been telling you what moves to make. But who?’

She looked around the crowd of anoraked men. ‘Clearly not one of them,’ decided Nanny Piggins. ‘But who else could see what was going on?’

Nanny Piggins walked over to the window, whipped a collapsible telescope out of her handbag (she carried one in case she should find herself on the high seas being attacked by pirates) and peered out into the distance.

‘There!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘On the tenth floor. Someone is watching us. Quick, we have to get over there before they make their escape!’

Nanny Piggins threw open the window, leapt out, did a commando roll through the rhododendron bushes and took off at a sprint for the neighbouring building (making no concession for the honks and screeching tyres of the traffic on the busy road).

Boris, the children, Sue Piggins (she came against her will because Boris carried her) and the more athletic of the chess players (about six of them) chased after her. But because they used the door and waited for the traffic to clear, by the time they got to the lobby of the other building Nanny Piggins already had her victim trapped in a painful leg lock, as she sat on top of her on the floor. Computers, communications equipment and a large powerful telescope lay strewn around them (there had evidently been a wrestling match).

‘I’ve caught the real evil villain behind this wicked scheme to defraud the chess community,’ said Nanny Piggins proudly.

‘Who is it?’ asked Derrick.

‘A Russian spy?’ guessed Boris.

‘A disgruntled chess genius?’ guessed Samantha.

‘A lover of cheesecake?’ guessed Michael.

‘Yes!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins, ‘and who loves cheesecake more than a normal person.’

‘Um . . .’ said everyone. This pop quiz was getting hard.

‘My identical twin sister, Deidre Piggins!’ declared Nanny Piggins as she got up to reveal the crushed person she had been sitting on. Deidre stood up and brushed herself off. She looked exactly the same as Nanny Piggins and Sue Piggins (indeed, all of the Piggins fourteenuplets) except that she had mousey brown hair and thick-lensed glasses.

‘Aaa-hhhaaa,’ said the children.

‘So the mousey hair and thick-framed glasses are a disguise?’ guessed Samantha.

‘No,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘You see, Deidre is a computer genius so she is the only Piggins who actually needs to wear glasses, having wrecked her eyesight from years of staring at a screen. And the hair, that is just a sad fashion choice. Not all Pigginses have been blessed with my sense of style.’

‘She’s right,’ declared Deidre.

‘That your hair is an unfortunate colour?’ asked Boris.

‘No, that I am a genius,’ said Deidre. ‘I knew I could program a computer brilliant enough to beat the greatest chess players. But no-one would let me enter a machine in a tournament, so I enlisted the help of my morally bankrupt sister, Sue.’

‘So you did all this to prove you are a master computer programmer?’ said the clipboard man.

‘Yes, but also for the cheesecake,’ said Deidre.

‘Obviously,’ agreed Nanny and Sue Piggins.
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And so Olga Svinya was disqualified from the chess competition, partly because she was not Olga Svinya but mainly because she was a huge cheat. She and Deidre were banned from ever entering a chess tournament again (which all three sisters agreed would be no hardship), and Boris won by default. He gave Deidre the money to help repair the equipment that got damaged when Nanny Piggins sat on her. Then they all went to the cheesecake factory to claim the other (better) part of his prize. And finally, they had a lovely party back at the Green house, eating an entire year’s supply of cheesecake in one night.

‘Well, the chess tournament ended up being more exciting than we were expecting,’ said Michael.

‘Yes,’ agreed Nanny Piggins, ‘but don’t give chess the credit. Chess itself is definitely boring. But my sisters do have a knack for turning even the most tedious situation into a shocking international debacle.’
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Hurry!’ cried Nanny Piggins as she and the Green children sprinted down the street towards their home. Unfortunately it is not easy to hurry when your arms are full of chocolate, cake and a ten-litre tub of ice-cream.

Their morning had been running meticulously to schedule, but just as they were leaving the sweetshop, Nanny Piggins had spotted a new jar of sherbet-filled flying saucers (a delicious culinary delight that has to be tasted to be believed), and since Nanny Piggins had not had a sherbet flying saucer for a whole six days, she naturally had to go back to the register and buy the entire shop’s supply.

This took longer than they expected because a small child in the shop was also trying to buy the flying saucers, so Nanny Piggins had to play a prolonged game of paper, rock, scissors with him to win the rights to the lollies. Eventually they left, the small child having been compensated with a horde of chocolate-covered caramels that Nanny Piggins just happened to have in her handbag. By which time they were running very late. They had just three minutes to get back to the house in time for the most important thing on their daily schedule (even more important than brushing their teeth or going to school as far as Nanny Piggins was concerned) – sitting down in front of the television to watch The Young and the Irritable.

Derrick was the first back to the house. He was generally not as quick as Nanny Piggins, but she was carrying a handbag containing 20 kilograms of chocolate buttons, which slowed her down. Derrick jabbed his key in the front door and struggled with the lock. When Nanny Piggins caught up with him she could not bear to wait a moment longer.

‘No time for keys!’ she yelled. ‘It’s starting in six seconds.’ So she slammed her trotter into the door and kicked it open.

They raced into the living room and flung themselves on the couch, switching the television on just as the opening credits began. They all breathed a sigh of relief.

‘Oh I do hope they let Bethany out of the mental hospital in time for her to ruin Crevasse’s wedding,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘And that wicked Vincent is finally punished for ruining Ariella’s nail-polishing business and trying to sell her daughter to a band of travelling flamenco dancers,’ agreed Michael.

‘Those flamenco dancers, they can’t be trusted,’ sobbed Boris. (He always cried the whole way through The Young and the Irritable because he was Russian and there were so many tremendously happy and terribly sad things in every episode; just hearing the theme music made him burst into tears.)

But then, just as the credits ended, the most dreadful thing happened – the show did not begin. A title card appeared on the screen and a voice-over announced that ‘Today’s episode of The Young and the Irritable will not be shown due to a writers’ strike’.

‘Nooooooooo!’ screamed Nanny Piggins.

They watched in horror as a six-year-old re-run appeared on the screen. (You could tell it was six years old because Brianna was trying to win Buff Jnr’s love by dressing as a man, and getting a job as his chauffeur. Whereas in the current day Brianna was divorced from Buff Jnr and was trying to win Buff Snr’s love by dressing as a man and taking a job as his gardener.)

‘This is awful, this is dreadful – it can’t be allowed! We have to do something!’ cried Nanny Piggins.

‘Like what?’ asked Derrick.

The children were used to thinking of the television as an all powerful box that sat in the middle of the living room and, when switched on, brought happiness to whoever gazed upon it (provided they were not watching the news, or a documentary, or a movie in a foreign language that required a lot of reading subtitles). It had never occurred to them that they could in any way influence what was on the television.

‘Should we write an angry letter?’ suggested Samantha.

‘No, that would take too long,’ said Nanny Piggins, shaking her head. ‘It would take at least fifteen minutes to write the letter, then two or three hours to go through the thesaurus finding extra words to let them know how really cross we were. Then two days for the letter to get to them in the mail. So it would be almost three days before we got to see a new episode.’

‘We could ring them,’ suggested Michael.

‘No,’ said Nanny Piggins sadly. ‘They’ve got caller ID down at the television station. They won’t take my calls, ever since that time I rang up and screamed at them because they interrupted the cartoons to give a cyclone warning.’

‘Then what are we going to do?’ asked Michael.

‘I don’t want to watch a re-run. I can’t bear to watch Ariella falling in love with Buff Jnr again. It was bad enough the first time,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘It’s the saddest love story ever told,’ agreed Boris. ‘I kept wanting to scream at the screen – “Just pull off her moustache and kiss her!”’

‘There’s only one thing for it,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Read a book?’ suggested Samantha.

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘We shall have to go down to the television station and protest in person. Wait here while I go and put my hot-pink wrestling leotard on.’

Eventually the children were able to persuade Nanny Piggins that while going to the television station to complain was fine, going down dressed in a wrestling leotard could be construed by some people of a less passionate disposition (ie a jury) as premeditated assault. And for some strange reason, the legal system frowns on people who think about crime much more than those people who just do it on the spur of the moment (which seems dreadfully unfair to conscientious criminals).

When they got to the television station they easily got past the guard at the front gate. Nanny Piggins simply rolled down the window of Mr Green’s Rolls-Royce and screamed, ‘Let me in!’ She did this with such venom and entitlement that the guard naturally assumed she was a major television celebrity and did as he was told.

Once inside, they headed straight for the building with The Young and the Irritable written in large letters across the top and huge banners hung from the roof to the ground, featuring the faces of the lead characters, either glowering or beaming out at you (according to whether they were good or evil).

Nanny Piggins pulled up in front. ‘I’ll admit, children, I’m torn. While I know it is my duty as a television viewer to give these television producers a stern talking to, I am overwhelmed by a feeling of awe and respect for such a hallowed and important place.’

‘It’s like walking into a cathedral,’ agreed Boris.

‘Or a supermarket with a two-for-one special on family-sized bars of chocolate,’ agreed Nanny Piggins.

But, nevertheless, Nanny Piggins summoned her courage and marched into the building. She had to kick in very few doors before she found the executive in charge. (It is easy to identify a television executive: he will be the one wearing cowboy boots and inappropriately propping them up on the table during meetings.)

‘I demand you return The Young and the Irritable to the air immediately,’ she declared.

‘We want to. We lose $500,000 for every day we can’t deliver an episode. But there’s nothing we can do, the writers are on strike,’ complained the television executive.

‘Why are the writers on strike?’ asked Nanny Piggins shrewdly.

‘You know writers, all they ever want is more money,’ said the television executive shiftily.

‘Boris, hold my handbag. I think I am going to have to bite this man. I can tell he isn’t telling the truth by the way his eyes dart around furtively, just like Vincent in the episode where he was caught putting a bomb in Manuella’s sewing machine,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘All right, all right,’ said the television executive who was, like all bullies, a terrible coward. ‘Maybe they went on strike because we needed money for the executive polo luncheon, so we sold all their desks and chairs and made them work on the floor of a disused shipping container in the car park.’

‘That sounds tremendously uncomfortable,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Yes, in hindsight, we probably should have had a window put in and air conditioning installed,’ admitted the television executive. ‘I think it was the lack of natural light and the 45 degree-plus temperatures, as well as being crowded in a tiny space with 20 other writers that finally made them crack.’

‘You must get them back,’ cried Nanny Piggins.

‘We tried to. But they’ve been snapped up,’ said the executive producer.

‘By another television show?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘No, by a cleaning company that specialises in public toilets. Apparently the hours and working conditions are much better,’ said the executive glumly, ‘and it requires much the same skill set.’

‘Then hire new writers,’ demanded Nanny Piggins.

‘The problem with that idea is that we can’t find any writers who have ever watched the show. And the plots are so complicated, it would take them weeks to catch up on the backstory,’ said the executive producer.

‘Nanny Piggins knows all the backstory,’ said Michael.

‘You do?’ asked the executive.

‘Oh yes, I’ve watched every episode since I was a newborn piglet,’ informed Nanny Piggins. ‘And mother always made us watch the re-runs of the early episodes because she said it was important to study the classics.’

‘Do you want a job writing for the show?’ asked the executive.

‘Surely you need someone with professional experience?’ said Samantha.

‘Nah,’ said the executive producer. ‘Writing a script is just like talking, except that instead of saying the words you write them down.’

‘There must be more to it than that?’ said Derrick.

‘Have you ever watched the show?’ asked the executive producer.

‘Well, I don’t know, we do have plans for this afternoon,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘We can dress up as pirates and ransack Mrs Simpson’s mulberry tree tomorrow,’ suggested Derrick.

‘All right, I’ll do it. I do have a few ideas,’ admitted Nanny Piggins.

And so Nanny Piggins set to work. The executive tried ushering her into the writing room (the shipping container in the car park), but Nanny Piggins convinced him it would be a better idea if he gave up his palatial corner office and let her work there (there was a certain amount of foot stomping involved in the convincing).

She was soon tapping away at a typewriter. Nanny Piggins did not use a computer. She did not think it made a loud enough noise. With a typewriter you really get a sense you are making progress because of the ding it makes at the end of each line.

Boris and the children were busy too. It was their job to fetch cake – and act out scenes when Nanny Piggins was trying to work out who should be staring meaningfully off camera with a hurt expression on their face and who should be grinning wickedly and twirling his moustache. This was almost always Vincent, although occasionally Sabrina as well.

There was a knock at the door.

‘How are you going with the script, Nanny Piggins?’ asked the executive producer. (She had banned him from her writing room because she said the smell of his hair dye put her off what she was writing.)

‘Huh,’ said Nanny Piggins, which is what she said when she did not want to distract her brain with trying to think up words.

‘It’s just that the actors are arriving for the read-through, and when we get them to read the back of cereal packets instead of scripts, they notice and complain to their agents,’ said the executive producer.

At that very moment Nanny Piggins slapped the carriage of the typewriter across, giving one final ‘ding’.

‘All done,’ she announced.

‘What happens?’ asked Samantha. ‘Does Dante learn to speak again and tell Isabella that he loves her?’

‘Does Crevasse climb out of the well and tell Sienna that he loves her?’ asked Michael.

‘Does Elizabetta recover from the snake bite that she got when Bridge put a cobra in Dyson’s bed, because he thought he was having an affair with Bethany?’ asked Derrick.

‘And do I need to go and buy another box of tissues?’ asked Boris.

‘Yes, to all your questions!’ announced Nanny Piggins, ‘and a whole lot more.’

[image: common.png]

After photocopying the script, Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children went down to the rehearsal room. The actors were sitting at tables arranged in a horseshoe shape. Nanny Piggins took her place at the head of the horseshoe, while the script assistant (a young woman who Nanny Piggins had largely employed to scour the city looking for more sherbet flying saucers) passed out the scripts.

‘Shall we begin?’ said Nanny Piggins confidently.

‘There are an awful lot of lines saying, ‘Mmmfff om-mmm-m-m,’ noticed the actor who played Crevasse as he scanned through the script.

‘Yes,’ agreed Nanny Piggins. ‘That’s because that is the noise you make when you eat cake.’

‘I don’t make that noise when I eat cake,’ contradicted the elegant actress who played Sabrina.

‘Then you have never eaten a truly delicious cake,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘Here, I’ll give you some. I happen to have a slice of caramel-coated angel cake that I whipped up this morning.’ Nanny Piggins fished the slice out of her handbag. There was some lint and old cough lollies from the bottom of her handbag stuck to the toffee icing. Nanny Piggins just picked them off and handed it to the actress.

The actress looked disgusted. But she had a large mortgage and did not want to offend the only remaining writer on her show, so she took a bite. ‘Mmmfff-om-mmm-m-m,’ said the actress.

Nanny Piggins smiled, ‘Good, isn’t it?’

‘Do you have more?’ asked the actress as she gobbled down the entire slice.

‘Oh yes,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I never leave the house without basic supplies. Michael, would you mind running out to the car and bringing in two dozen, no, better make it four dozen cakes?’

‘Sure,’ said Michael, running from the room.

‘Today I’d like you to try method acting,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘What’s method acting?’ Samantha whispered to Boris.

‘It’s kind of the opposite of what you think acting should be,’ explained Boris. ‘Instead of pretending to do something, a method actor actually does it. So if a part required them to act like they were jumping off a cliff, a method actor would actually jump off a cliff.’

‘Really?’ said Samantha, not truly understanding. ‘And is this a popular style of acting?’

‘Oh yes,’ said Boris, ‘with actors who don’t like to act.’

‘Since there is so much cake-eating in the script, I want you all to eat cake while you’re reading your lines,’ instructed Nanny Piggins.

‘But won’t we get fat?’ protested a young slim beautiful actress.

‘Probably,’ conceded Nanny Piggins, ‘but that is a good thing. Then you’ll be able to take up more space on the TV screens and you’ll be even more famous.’

And so the read-through progressed. The actors ended up having a wonderful time, because Nanny Piggins let them improvise. She did not mind if they said, ‘Mmmm-mmm-mm’, ‘Aawwww-mmm-yum’ or ‘nyumnyum-mm-mm-mmmm’ when their characters were eating cake.

And the cake-eating really added to the exciting bits. Screaming ‘I’d die before I married you!’ or ‘She’s not your baby, her real father is Enrico the Bolivian polo player!’ is even more dramatic if you spray cake everywhere while you’re doing it.

[image: common.png]

The network executives were so excited to get The Young and the Irritable back on air that they decided to make the first episode back a live episode – that way they would not have to waste time on editing the footage. And they could start earning advertising revenue again more quickly. The only problem was that in live TV, if anyone makes a mistake or accidentally rips another actor’s wig off, then that gets broadcast live. Live TV is like a sporting event: there are no do-overs, which is nerve-racking for the actors. Fortunately it is not hard to learn a script when over fifty per cent of the lines are just eating noises.

On the day of the shoot, the Slimbridge Cake Factory sent over their biggest truck full of cake so there would be ample supplies to get the actors through the recording session. The actor who played Crevasse had become so good at dramatically spitting cake while proposing to women that he went through a whole chocolate mud cake in every scene.

The Slimbridge Cake Factory promised an unlimited supply of free samples on the condition that Buff Snr mentioned their products three times while proposing to the woman dressed up as a man pretending to be his pool cleaner (Sabrina’s rival).

Everything was going swimmingly well until suddenly the costume designer came screaming out of Sabrina’s dressing-room.

‘What’s the matter?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘Is Buff Jnr trying to wear a blue shirt with a green tie again? If he is you can give him a short sharp bite on the leg and say it is from me.’

‘No, much worse,’ said the costume lady.

‘Worse than wearing clashing colours?’ asked Boris. ‘Then it must be something very bad.’

‘Sabrina’s run off,’ wailed the costume designer.

‘Yes, with the pool cleaner in scene seven,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I know. I wrote it.’

‘No, the actress who plays Sabrina has run off. She left a note,’ said the costume lady waving a cake-smeared letter at Nanny Piggins. ‘She has run off with the truck driver from the Slimbridge Cake Factory.’

Nanny Piggins could not be angry. ‘A very wise woman,’ she said. ‘Earning millions of dollars as a glamorous actress is one thing. But a man with access to entire truckloads of baked goods – that is too good to pass up.’

‘It’s like winning the lottery and marrying Prince Charming on the same day,’ agreed Boris.

‘Plus she can spend the rest of her life living in the cab of a truck. Think how wonderful and glamorous that will be,’ agreed Nanny Piggins.

‘But what are we going to do?’ exclaimed the producer. ‘We start recording in an hour and there is no-one to play our lead vixen.’

‘There must be another option,’ muttered Nanny Piggins.

‘Beautiful glamorous women who can act brilliantly and consume vast amounts of cake don’t just grow on trees, you know,’ complained the executive.

‘I know where we can find one,’ said Michael.

‘You do?’ said Nanny Piggins and the executive.

‘Nanny Piggins!’ exclaimed Michael. ‘She’s beautiful and glamorous, she can eat cake better than anyone else in the whole world and when she performed Hamlet last year she was brilliant.’

‘It’s true,’ agreed Boris. ‘When Nanny Piggins performs Shakespeare she does it so well you can understand one in three words, which is a lot more than I can usually follow.’

‘But do you know the lines?’ asked the producer.

‘Pish! I don’t need to learn the lines,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘I’m the writer. If I can’t remember what to say, I’ll just make something up.’

‘But what about the other actors?’ asked Samantha. ‘How will they know what to say if you’re just making things up?’

‘Half their lines are just eating noises,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘so that shouldn’t be a problem. And then if they start to say something that doesn’t fit with what I want to say I’ll just slap them hard in the face.’

‘That seems a little harsh,’ said Derrick.

‘Oh no, they’re soap opera actors, so they’ll be used to it,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘People in soap operas get slapped all the time.’

‘What if someone tries to slap you?’ asked Michael.

Nanny Piggins scoffed. ‘I’d like to see them try.’

‘But if you’re playing the lead role, when will you have time to write the scripts?’ asked the executive.

‘Oh, I can write those in next to no time now,’ explained Nanny Piggins. ‘Once I put in all the mmm-m-mmm noises, and the chomping sounds and the cutaways of people looking longingly at cake, there is barely any space left for actual dialogue. A sentence here and a sentence there and it’s done.’

‘All right, you can go on for Sabrina,’ said the executive. ‘I suppose we’ll have to make some kind of announcement letting the audience know that a new actress will be playing the part.’

Nanny Piggins just laughed. ‘Don’t worry about that. I am good enough at acting so that no-one will notice the change.’

‘But you’re two feet shorter than her,’ protested the executive, ‘and a pig!’

‘What’s your point?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘She really is that good,’ said Derrick.

‘You might as well trust her to pull it off,’ said Samantha. ‘She usually does pull off everything she tries.’

And so Nanny Piggins played Sabrina and, naturally, she was brilliant in the part. The scene where she brought Granite out of a coma by shoving cake crumbs in his mouth made everyone cry. The scene where she put him back in a coma by shoving poisoned cake crumbs in his mouth made everyone angry. And the scene where she fled Vincent’s amorous advances and takeover bid of her lawn-mowing empire by blasting herself out of a cannon and onto a yacht five miles out to sea was a brilliant finale.

When the floor manager called, ‘Clear! We’re on an ad break,’ the crew spontaneously burst into applause. Academy Awards were not usually given to daytime soap opera actors, but they thought there was a very good chance they would rewrite the rules in this instance.

‘You’re doing really well, Nanny Piggins,’ said Samantha encouragingly.

‘I know,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘but I think I could do more with the part.’

‘What did you have in mind?’ asked Michael.

‘Pass me that script,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I’m going to make a few adjustments.’

‘But you can’t change the script now, the other actors won’t have time to learn their new lines,’ protested Derrick.

‘You’re right,’ agreed Nanny Piggins. ‘I’ll just have to cut their lines.’ With which she took out a big blue felt-tip pen and started doing a lot of crossing out.

‘Ten seconds and we’re back from the ad break,’ called the floor manager.

‘Perfect,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘All done.’

What followed was the most spectacular episode of daytime television ever. In just thirty minutes, Nanny Piggins’ character got married and divorced three times. And married and widowed twice (both times to the same man). She was kidnapped, unkidnapped and lost at sea; possessed by a poltergeist and forced to work in a travelling circus as a flying pig. (Nanny Piggins thought it would be nice to add an autobiographical touch.)

The other actors were in a state of shock. Fortunately they had so much cake in their mouths that they just had to say ‘Mmmbff’ whenever Nanny Piggins proposed to them, accepted their proposal or announced that they only had three minutes to live.

When the end credits rolled the actors and crew alike slumped down, exhausted from the emotional roller-coaster.

‘Nanny Piggins, I’m afraid we’re going to have to let you go,’ said the executive producer.

‘But why? I thought the show was better than ever,’ protested Nanny Piggins.

‘For a start, we’re concerned our viewers will develop type 2 diabetes, because watching this show will make them want to eat so much cake. Secondly you’ve just burnt through five years’ worth of plot in one episode,’ explained the executive.

‘It was a good episode though, wasn’t it?’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Yes,’ agreed the producer, ‘but frankly, we’re more comfortable making mediocre episodes. It’s what we’re good at.’

And so Nanny Piggins retired from her career as a television writer. As a severance package, the studio arranged for her to be driven home in a fully stocked truck from the Slimbridge Cake Factory. They expected her to ride up front in the cab, but Nanny Piggins had them open the back doors so she could dive head first into the jam rolls and teacakes, then instructed the driver to drive slowly. The children and Boris joined her as soon as she had eaten enough cake to make room.

‘Are you sad to be leaving TV?’ asked Michael.

‘Not really,’ said Nanny Piggins between mouthfuls. ‘Television is much more fun to watch than it is to make.’
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Nanny Piggins stared hard at the cake displays. She was making a decision, a very important decision. Nanny Piggins had come into a windfall. Her Great Aunty Doris had sent her ten dollars for her birthday.

It wasn’t Nanny Piggins’ birthday, but Aunty Doris believed in celebrating all her relatives’ birthdays on the same day (the way people do with horses) as it saved having to remember all those dates. So she had nominated 27 April as her Comprehensive Relative Birthday Day, then sent out ten-dollar notes to all her relatives who were younger than her, and rude accusing birthday cards to relatives who were older than her (usually denouncing them for not sending her ten dollars on her birthday).

Ten dollars was a significant sum for Nanny Piggins because she only earned 11 cents an hour. More importantly, it was significant because ten dollars would allow her to buy four of Hans’ cakes. But the difficulty was making a decision when there were so many good choices.

Nanny Piggins approached this sort of choice with the consideration and thoroughness that usually only top world leaders use in negotiating trade treaties.

There were so many factors to take into consideration. Chocolate éclairs were delicious but so too were lemon tarts. The crème brûlées were mouth-watering but the tiramisu was breathtaking. And if you were lucky enough to be able to afford more than one, there was the added dilemma of what combination to buy them in: perhaps a light meringue to stimulate the stomach, then a tangy key lime pie to cleanse the palate, finishing with a huge piece of chocolate mud cake to deaden the senses. The options were limitless. It was a very serious decision. She could not let her Great Aunt down. Aunty Doris would expect a ten-page letter describing the deliciousness of Nanny Piggins’ choice in the return mail.

The children sat silently eating mud cake at a table behind Nanny Piggins. They knew it was vital to allow her to concentrate on such an important matter. They also periodically fed her chunks of cake, because thinking always made her hungry.

‘The pecan pie is good today,’ said Hans, attempting to be helpful.

Nanny Piggins shot him a withering glare. ‘I am well aware that you put two teaspoons of almond extract and not one and a half in the pecan pie. I can smell it. You can’t palm your shoddy seconds off on me.’

‘You usually love Hans’ shoddy seconds,’ said Michael.

‘Not today,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I can afford to buy the very finest today.’

‘What have you narrowed it down to?’ asked Hans. ‘Maybe I can help.’

‘I’ve narrowed it down to everything!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘You really are a naughty baker to make everything smell, look and taste so delicious. It makes these decisions impossible.’

‘But surely we can rule out pecan pie because of the almond extract?’ suggested Samantha.

‘We can do no such thing,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Look at that crisp crust and glossy glaze, not to mention the nutty nuts! I am prepared to overlook half a teaspoon of almond extract for something as lovely as that.’

‘Should we order another mud cake to eat while you make up your mind?’ asked Michael.

‘Good idea,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘We can’t allow ourselves to grow weak at such an important time.’

‘How are you going to pay for that?’ asked Hans.

‘I’m not going to pay for the mud cake,’ said Nanny Piggins dismissively. ‘Cash money sent from one’s aunt can’t be wasted on a thinking cake. Cash money should be spent on a cake for pure enjoyment. No, Mr Green can pay for the mud cake.’

Without taking her eyes off the display, Nanny Piggins reached down and took off her shoe, pulled out the insole and took out the credit card she had hidden in a secret compartment hollowed out in the heel. She handed Mr Green’s credit card to Hans, who took it in a pair of tongs (which, rest assured, he sterilised in boiling water immediately afterwards).

‘After all, it is a father’s duty to pay for his children’s lunch,’ said Nanny Piggins.

She went back to her concentrating while Hans disappeared to fetch another mud cake. She had only been staring for a few seconds when the door burst open behind her, clanking the shop bells roughly against the doorframe.

Nanny Piggins did not turn round to look, she just assumed it was someone who desperately wanted cake. She had often clanked those bells loudly herself when she urgently needed a sugary pick-me-up. But then her attention was forcibly ripped from the cake display by someone grabbing her shoulders.

‘Piggins! At last I’ve found you!’ exclaimed Mr Green. ‘You have to help me!’

‘Are you grabbing me?’ asked Nanny Piggins, so shocked that her brain had not had time to tell her leg to stomp on Mr Green’s foot yet.

‘It’s an emergency, I desperately need your help!’ wailed Mr Green.

‘More of an emergency than buying and eating ten dollars’ worth of cake?’ asked Nanny Piggins incredulously.

‘This is much more important than cake,’ said Mr Green.

Nanny Piggins wrenched herself from Mr Green’s grasp. ‘Mr Green, nothing is more important than cake.’

‘But you don’t understand,’ whined Mr Green. ‘It’s my job! I could lose my job.’

‘I’m not surprised,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘They’ve probably got wind of your outrageously dismissive attitude to cake.’

‘No, no, it’s worse than that,’ said Mr Green. ‘They are coming today, this afternoon.’

‘Who?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘The cake police?’

‘There’s no such thing as the cake police,’ said Mr Green.

‘That’s what my fifth cousin Betty thought,’ said Nanny Piggins sadly, ‘but then she substituted carob for chocolate in a chocolate Swiss roll and she was arrested the next morning. They forced her to spend two whole weeks doing hard labour.’

‘What sort of hard labour?’ asked Michael.

‘Whipping egg whites,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘which is very tiring for the triceps.’

‘Would you stop talking about cake for one second and listen to me?’ pleaded Mr Green.

‘If that’s the thing that will make you go away the fastest, I suppose so,’ conceded Nanny Piggins.

‘The firm has hired a team of efficiency consultants to run the office while they wait for Isabella Dunkhurst to wake up,’ explained Mr Green.

‘That doesn’t sound very efficient,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘to hire a team of consultants to do what one senior partner did.’

‘Efficiency consultants pay for themselves by firing people,’ explained Mr Green. ‘The firm hires three consultants. They fire thirty people and the firm saves money.’

‘Hmm,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I’m sure it isn’t as straightforward as that. What if all thirty people gang up and steal everything out of the stationery cabinet? It would be a false economy then, wouldn’t it?’

‘Getting rid of the stationery cabinet and making employees provide their own paper is always the first thing efficiency consultants do!’ wailed Mr Green.

‘But you always steal all your paper from work,’ pointed out Derrick.

‘I know,’ wailed Mr Green. ‘I’m going to have to start writing legal notes on the back of my hand.’

‘Or buy yourself a notebook,’ suggested Nanny Piggins.

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ said Mr Green.

‘Well, this is all very interesting,’ fibbed Nanny Piggins, ‘but if you could run along now, I’d like to get back to my cake-buying decision.’

‘No, that’s not all,’ said Mr Green. ‘I need your help.’

‘Why?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘My secretary quit this morning,’ said Mr Green.

‘Mrs Applebaum finally cracked, did she?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘Who?’ asked Mr Green.

‘Mrs Applebaum, your secretary for the last twelve years,’ supplied Nanny Piggins.

‘If you say so,’ said Mr Green. ‘Anyway, the silly woman just quit. She has totally let me down.’

‘What did you do?’ asked Nanny Piggins shrewdly.

‘What do you mean, “What did I do?” I didn’t do anything,’ protested Mr Green.

‘Really?’ asked Nanny Piggins, ‘because I have ways of finding out.’

‘I may have yelled at her for one or two hours,’ conceded Mr Green.

‘One or two?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘All right, three,’ admitted Mr Green. ‘But I was just trying to bring home to her the seriousness of the situation regarding the efficiency experts.’

‘And you didn’t think the efficiency experts would not look kindly on a lawyer wasting three hours yelling at his secretary?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘I just wanted her to tidy her desk,’ said Mr Green, ‘and use a protractor and spirit level to make sure everything in the office was at right angles.’

‘That poor woman,’ sympathised Nanny Piggins.

‘So I need you to come down to the office and pretend to be my secretary,’ pleaded Mr Green. ‘If they find out I lost my secretary I’ll be fired, or worse, they’ll realise I don’t need a secretary and not let me hire a new one.’

‘Can’t you just hire a temp?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘Are you out of your mind?’ asked Mr Green. ‘Do you know how much they expect to be paid?’

‘Twelve cents an hour?’ guessed Nanny Piggins. To her mind that would be untold riches.

‘More!’ wailed Mr Green.

Nanny Piggins sighed. She did not want to help Mr Green, but she was becoming increasingly distressed on a visceral level that he would not leave her alone and let her make her cake-purchasing decision.

‘All right, all right, I’ll come down to your office and pretend to be your secretary,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Hooray,’ yelled Mr Green.

‘But there are conditions,’ warned Nanny Piggins.

‘Anything, I’ll agree to anything,’ said Mr Green desperately.

‘First of all I want you to go away and leave me alone for half an hour so I can enjoy my cake before I come down to your office to commence this charade,’ declared Nanny Piggins.

‘Half an hour before you start,’ said Mr Green. ‘That’s fine.’

‘Second, I want you to give me $1.17,’ declared Nanny Piggins.

‘$1.17? What for?’ asked Mr Green.

‘While I have been talking to you my brain has been multi-tasking,’ explained Nanny Piggins. ‘I have come to a cake decision. I want a cherry custard tart, a chocolate log, a cupcake and a tiramisu cup. Which comes to $11.17 and I only have $10.’

‘All right,’ said Mr Green, desperately searching for change in his pocket before Nanny Piggins could think of something more exorbitant to ask for. ‘I’ll pay.’

So Nanny Piggins ate her cake, walked the children to school and headed out for Mr Green’s office.

‘You’ll be careful, won’t you?’ worried Samantha as they waved goodbye to their nanny. ‘In a building full of lawyers you don’t want to get into trouble.’

‘Pish,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘Just because they’re lawyers doesn’t mean they can’t be kept in line with a good sharp stamp on the foot.’

[image: common.png]

When Nanny Piggins arrived at Mr Green’s office, she found him to be his usual charming self. ‘You’re late,’ snapped Mr Green.

Nanny Piggins looked at her watch. ‘Only by fifteen seconds.’

‘That’s still late,’ said Mr Green.

As a boss he liked to rule with an iron fist. Nanny Piggins had not noticed this working for Mr Green at home, because she liked to rule with a diamond-studded fist (and as any elemental chemist can tell you, diamonds are a lot harder than iron).

‘It’s polite to be late,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘You’d better get started. There’s a lot to do,’ declared Mr Green.

‘I can see that,’ said Nanny Piggins, looking around his office. It was a shabby, old-fashioned room with no windows because it was in the basement of the law firm. (Even lawyers do not like tax lawyers.) There were filing cabinets on one wall, tax law books on another and a third devoted to Mr Green’s framed law degree (from a very mediocre university). Everything on Mr Green’s desk was as neat as it could be. (He had spent the last half hour using a protractor and spirit level to achieve this.)

Just outside Mr Green’s door was another smaller office. This was where the secretary worked. There were even more filing cabinets, stacks of archive boxes and a desk with trays full of paper.

‘Where do you want me to start?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘Do you want me to burn your hideous clothes? Or paint the walls an attractive fuchsia? Or perhaps I should get some incense. It smells of something peculiar down here –’ Nanny Piggins sniffed about – ‘Rotting cockroaches, that’s what it is, the faint smell of rotting cockroaches.’

‘Don’t be absurd,’ said Mr Green. ‘You don’t have time to be distracted by interior decoration or aromatherapy.’

‘And you don’t find the rotting cockroaches to be distracting?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘There is paperwork to do!’ exclaimed Mr Green, as though ‘paperwork’ was the most sacred mission entrusted to a mere mortal. He pointed to the trays on Mrs Applebaum’s desk. ‘This tray has to be typed up, this tray has to be filed and this tray has to be researched in the legal library.’

‘Aha,’ said Nanny Piggins, nodding her head.

‘I need you to answer all my calls, open all my mail and most important of all –’ said Mr Green, pausing dramatically for emphasis.

‘You want me to get you some teeth whitener?’ guessed Nanny Piggins.

‘No!’ exclaimed Mr Green. ‘I need you to make me a cup of tea.’

‘Okay,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Would you like that with or without spit in it?’

‘What?’ spluttered Mr Green.

‘Don’t worry,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I’ll surprise you.’

Mr Green got the message. ‘I’ll make my own tea. You do everything else.’

‘Absolutely,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘You run along to the break room. Let me get started on this paperwork.’

As soon as Mr Green left the room Nanny Piggins piled the filing, the typing and the research into one pile, opened a window and threw it out. (She did have to catch the lift up to the tenth floor to do this because of course there were no windows in the basement.)

Obviously littering is wrong, but throwing a couple of thousand sheets of A4 paper into the wind is actually very beautiful. The tauts and writs billowed about on the wind in a big plume of white rectangles. And paper is biodegradable (eventually), so we should not judge Nanny Piggins too harshly. Paper does come from trees – she was merely returning it to them in the quickest way she knew how. She got the lift back to the basement and was sitting behind her desk when Mr Green returned with his cup of tea.

Mr Green was going to walk straight past her desk without acknowledging her (as he would with his regular secretary) but he was startled when out of the corner of his eye he noticed the empty desk.

‘Where did all the paperwork go?’ he asked.

‘I dealt with it,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I’m very efficient.’

Mr Green looked at her. She stared back. He decided, on balance, that he was frightened to ask any follow-up questions, so he scurried into his own office and shut the door.

Nanny Piggins looked about the office. The surroundings were drab, but when she went through the desk she was delighted to discover in the bottom drawer a tin full of chocolate-chip biscuits. They smelled delicious. She made a mental note to send Mrs Applebaum a thank-you cake in return. She was just putting her hind trotters up on the desk as she leant back in her chair to stuff the first half dozen biscuits in her mouth when the phone rang. Nanny Piggins groaned. She considered letting it ring while she ate the biscuits.

‘Answer it before the third ring!’ bellowed Mr Green from inside his office.

Nanny Piggins glowered at his closed door as she took her trotters off the desk, leaned forward and picked up the handset.

‘Hello,’ she said.

‘This is Harris from Maritime Law. I need Green to –’ Nanny Piggins hung up and put the biscuits in her mouth, reasoning that Mr Green had told her to answer the phone but he didn’t tell her she had to speak to the person on the other end. Nanny Piggins sat back, closed her eyes and enjoyed the chocolatey sugary buttery bliss of the delicious biscuit.

The phone rang again. Nanny Piggins opened one eye and glared at it.

‘Answer it!’ barked Mr Green from inside his office.

‘Hmmpf,’ said Nanny Piggins to herself. She did not like it when a person told her to do something without saying ‘please’ (or offering her a slice of cake). She leaned forward and picked up the handset.

‘I think we were cut off before. I’m Harris from Maritime –’ said the voice. But Nanny Piggins cut him off again, this time by ripping the cord out of the wall socket, then taking the telephone and putting it in the bottom desk drawer, replacing it with the biscuit tin, which now had pride of place on her desk.

‘What did they want?’ barked Mr Green rudely from inside his office.

Nanny Piggins got up, walked over to Mr Green’s office door and opened it. Mr Green was startled. Mrs Applebaum had never done that (she preferred to eat her biscuits and not confront him).

‘I think we need to make one thing clear,’ said Nanny Piggins in a menacingly quiet voice. ‘I do not yell. It is beneath my dignity as a pig. If you want to speak to me you can open this door and converse with me at a normal volume.’

‘I haven’t got time for that!’ exclaimed Mr Green. ‘I’ll call you on your telephone.’

‘Even better,’ agreed Nanny Piggins. She returned to her desk where she could hear the faint sound of Mr Green dialling her number, then leaving a message on her voicemail.

Nanny Piggins sighed contentedly, putting her trotters up as she popped another biscuit in her mouth. Just then a harried-looking middle-aged woman burst in.

‘Where’s Mrs Applebaum?’ she asked.

‘Quit this morning,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Would you like a biscuit?’

‘Yes please,’ said the harried woman. ‘My boss, Mr Thorp, wants me to find the Pattison amendments to the Crickleston estate and he says that Mr Green has them.’

‘Really,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Where would they be?’

‘In the archive boxes, I suppose,’ said the harried woman.

‘Hmm,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Have another biscuit. Seeing as how this is a law firm, I assume there must be a room somewhere where they shred documents.’

‘Yes, there’s a massive machine up on the sixth floor,’ said the harried woman.

‘Why don’t we just take all the boxes up there and throw them in,’ suggested Nanny Piggins.

‘But what would we say when we were asked how it happened?’ asked the harried woman.

‘We tripped?’ suggested Nanny Piggins.

The harried woman looked at the boxes as she bit her biscuit. ‘All right, let’s do it. Going through boxes is always very rough on my cuticles and I never get a thank-you or a jar of hand cream for doing it.’

Five minutes later all twenty boxes had been shredded and Nanny Piggins and her new friend were sitting with their feet up, eating their biscuits.

‘I like what you’ve done with the office,’ complimented Eleanor, which was the harried woman’s name.

‘Yes, getting rid of the paperwork has really brightened it up,’ agreed Nanny Piggins. ‘After lunch I’m going to get one of those fit young boys from the mail room to take the filing cabinets up to the street so I can arrange to have them run over by a dump truck.’

‘Do you think you could do that with mine too?’ asked Eleanor.

‘Of course,’ said Nanny Piggins.

During lunch, word spread among the secretaries. So when Nanny Piggins and Eleanor went out into the car park, there was quite a crowd of women with their three-drawer filing cabinets laid out in a row.

‘Here comes my friend, Steve,’ called Nanny Piggins happily as a garbage truck pulled into the driveway. Luckily the lawyers did not notice that their secretaries were gone, or that there were cheers of delight coming from the car park, or even the loud beeping of the garbage truck as it went back and forth over all their pointless files.

‘Do you want me to scrape them up and take them to the tip for you?’ called out Steve.

‘That would be lovely,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I owe you a chocolate cake.’

‘You know how to wrap a man around your little finger, Nanny Piggins,’ laughed Steve.

‘I’m starting to feel a little peckish,’ said Nanny Piggins to one of the other secretaries. ‘Where do they keep the cake?’

‘There isn’t any cake,’ said another secretary. ‘If you want cake you have to provide your own.’

‘Oh,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘So where is their oven for baking cakes?’

‘There isn’t an oven,’ said the secretary from the intellectual property department.

Nanny Piggins gasped. ‘But what do they do if there is an emergency and one of the lawyers urgently needs a sticky toffee pudding.’

‘They don’t do that,’ said a secretary from corporate law. ‘When they’re hungry they eat a stale cheese sandwich from the vending machine.’

‘No!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘I knew lawyers were morally bankrupt but I didn’t realise their depravity ran so deep. Never mind. We’ll still have cake. I just have to whip up an oven before I can whip up a cake.’

And so Nanny Piggins built an oven in the kitchenette.

‘Is this going to be a wood-fired oven?’ asked a junior secretary, as Nanny Piggins deftly fashioned the oven out of the stationery cabinet (the one the efficiency experts had emptied that morning) and using an air-conditioning duct as a chimney.

‘No,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘A law-book fired oven. We don’t have many logs of wood lying round. But there are lots of law books in this building.’
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Nanny Piggins was sitting at her empty desk in her now empty office eating freshly baked cake when three men in grey suits entered. She knew immediately that these were the dreaded efficiency experts because (efficiently enough) they wore name tags clearly labelled, that said: Efficiency Expert.

‘Hello,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Can I help you?’

‘We’re here to evaluate Green,’ said the lead efficiency expert. (His name tag efficiently said Efficiency Expert – Team Leader.)

‘The colour or the man?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

Just then Mr Green burst out of his office.

‘Gentlemen!’ he gushed. ‘It is an honour to have you here in my humble office.’ Mr Green bowed as he said this, behaving like a nineteenth-century Russian peasant being paid a visit by the Tsar.

‘We want to start by having a look around,’ said the lead efficiency expert.

‘Of course, please do,’ said Mr Green, waving them into his office. ‘I’ll fetch my files.’ But as he turned in the direction of his filing system, Mr Green flinched away in horror. ‘Where are my files?’ he hissed.

‘I filed them,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘in the landfill at the tip.’

‘Aaagghh,’ whispered Mr Green. (It is hard to yell at someone while keeping your voice down so that the efficiency experts in the next room do not fire you.) ‘Where’s the paperwork I left on your desk?’

‘I liberated it,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘by taking it up to the tenth floor and throwing it into the wind.’

‘But they were important papers!’ shrieked Mr Green.

‘Well, there were still a few pages blowing round when I was out in the car park arranging for a dump truck to back over all the firm’s filing cabinets,’ said Nanny Piggins helpfully.

‘Where are the status reports and case logs I asked you to fetch?’ asked Mr Green.

‘You didn’t ask me to do that,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Yes, I did,’ spluttered Mr Green. ‘I left a message on your phone.’

‘Oh,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I disconnected that this morning. It was irritating me.’

‘Oh no,’ said Mr Green. ‘I’m going to be fired. I’ll have to spend more time with the children.’

Now Nanny Piggins was distressed. ‘Surely not. They wouldn’t be so cruel. Not to innocent children.’

‘They’re lawyers,’ wailed Mr Green. ‘Of course they would.’

The efficiency experts emerged from Mr Green’s office mumbling among themselves. The team leader spoke. ‘Green, we want you to clear out your desk.’

Mr Green started to weep. ‘But where will I go?’ he sobbed. ‘Please don’t make me go home.’

‘Yes, don’t send him home,’ agreed Nanny Piggins. ‘He gives the place that old lawyer smell, which is impossible to get out of the curtains.’

‘We want you to pack up your desk because we’re promoting you,’ said the efficiency expert.

‘You are?!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins and Mr Green, in a rare note of unison.

‘We love what you have done down here,’ raved the efficiency expert. ‘You’ve cleared up valuable floor space by getting rid of your files.’

‘But all the records of my work are gone,’ protested Mr Green.

‘Exactly,’ praised the efficiency expert, ‘which means they can’t be subpoenaed and used against the firm in court. And we see that you’ve streamlined the efficiency of your support staff by cutting off her phone.’

‘She only did it so she could spend more time eating cake,’ confessed Mr Green.

‘An inspired managerial idea,’ complimented the expert. ‘And don’t think we didn’t notice that you threw your paperwork out the window.’

‘You like that?’ asked a bewildered Mr Green.

‘All that A4 has provided a lovely bed of mulch in the firm’s ornamental garden,’ said the efficiency expert. ‘It will keep down weeds and retain moisture, which has allowed us to sack the gardener.’

‘Really?’ said Mr Green. ‘Maybe I am an inspired manager and I didn’t even realise it.’

‘But most impressive of all you hired this pig,’ praised the expert.

‘You like the pig?’ asked Mr Green incredulously.

‘Like her? We love her!’ exclaimed the expert. ‘She only charges 11 cents an hour! None of the other lawyers thought to save money by hiring farm animals.’

‘Ahem,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Circus animals.’

‘Green, you are clearly middle management material,’ continued the expert, ‘which is why we are giving you the promotion. You are going to be the new Senior Tax Lawyer. We’ll let you know the details as soon as your new location has been finalised.’

‘Don’t I get to keep my basement office?’ asked Mr Green.

‘Oh no,’ said the lead efficiency expert. ‘We’ve got just the place for a hard-nosed problem solver with limited interpersonal skills such as yourself.’

‘Gosh,’ said Mr Green.

The experts turned and left, leaving Mr Green blushing with pleasure. ‘Oh, Nanny Piggins, I don’t know how to thank you,’ said Mr Green breathlessly.

‘I do,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘You can give me $11.17 to buy some more cake.’
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Nanny Piggins was running at full speed towards the school. She did not normally meet the children at the school gate. They caught the bus. But on this occasion something terribly important was happening that meant she desperately needed to be there when the bell rang.

Nanny Piggins had just learnt that Mrs Hesselstein, of the Hesselstein Chocolatorium, was having her annual stock clearance sale that afternoon, and she would be selling all chocolate that was past its use-by date at ninety per cent off. For Nanny Piggins, this was like all her Christmases come at once, except better because there would be none of that unpleasant business of receiving lurid yellow socks from Great Aunt Edith or having to write Christmas cards to everyone she had ever accidentally fired herself into (a surprisingly long list).

Nanny Piggins had to pick the children up and get them to the Chocolatorium by 4 o’clock, because Mrs Hesselstein (knowing full well how much chocolate lovers really love chocolate) only expected the sale to last seven minutes. She held these sales once every four years and it was akin to scheduling a tornado to hit the store.

The school gate was up ahead. There was not a second to lose. All those years of chasing ice-cream vans and running after cake trucks were going to pay off.

Nanny Piggins looked up and saw the minute hand on the Town Hall clock start to move. With just moments to go she dived, skidding to a halt face-down on the gravel just as the bell rang. When the dust settled, Nanny Piggins was too busy checking the damage to her Yves Saint Laurent dress to notice who was standing over her.

‘Good afternoon, Nanny Piggins,’ smirked Nanny Anne. ‘Are you running a little behind schedule today?’

Nanny Piggins looked up and glowered. Nanny Anne was her arch nemesis. A nanny so perfectly perfect, she ironed her underwear three times (once before she put it away, once before she put them on, and once again while she was wearing them, just to be sure).

‘What are you doing here?’ grumbled Nanny Piggins. ‘I thought you made Samson and Margaret catch the bus so that they could stay in touch with how common people live.’

‘Usually that is the case,’ agreed Nanny Anne. ‘It is so important to inspire a child what not to live up to.’

‘Then why are you here?’ asked Nanny Piggins, feeling the growing urge to bite Nanny Anne (knowing that the taste would soon be washed away by delicious Hesselstein chocolate).

‘Because it’s Egg Week, of course,’ smiled Nanny Anne.

Nanny Piggins glowered harder. She had no idea what Nanny Anne was talking about and Nanny Anne knew it. The question was, would Nanny Piggins crack and ask her?

‘You do know all about Egg Week, don’t you?’ asked Nanny Anne.

‘Of course,’ fibbed Nanny Piggins.

‘The children told you all the details?’ asked Nanny Anne, needling Nanny Piggins to see if she would snap. ‘When Samson and Margaret come home they always spend the first half hour, before afternoon tea, writing me a report on how they spent their day.’

‘Yes, well, Derrick, Samantha and Michael don’t have time to write reports. They can’t wait to fill me in on every detail of their school curriculum,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘which is why I’m here today. Derrick was so anxious to tell me about his last biology experiment that he had a brain aneurysm on the bus ride home, and his neurosurgeon said I had to meet him at the school gate because he clearly loves me so much, the anticipation of waiting to tell me about his day was literally making his mind explode.’

Nanny Anne was momentarily stunned by the medical severity of this story. She warred with herself. It was so obviously a load of poppycock. But if it was true, then it would be polite to enquire after Derrick’s mental health and Nanny Anne had to, at all times, be polite. Luckily Nanny Anne was saved from making a terrible social faux pas by several hundred children bursting out of the building, screaming with delight to be liberated from their educational establishment.

Derrick, Samantha and Michael spotted their nanny and walked over quickly. They did not run because they were all holding eggs.

‘My goodness,’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘It really is Egg Week!’

‘I told you so,’ smirked Nanny Anne (her four favourite words in the English language).

‘What do we have to do with them?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘Make an omelette?’

Nanny Anne laughed. ‘You might as well. There’s no chance you are going to win. Samson and Margaret take the prize every year.’ Nanny Anne took her two charges by their hands and briskly led them away.

‘Samantha, hand me your egg,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Why?’ asked Samantha.

‘I want to throw it at Nanny Anne’s head,’ explained Nanny Piggins, reaching for Samantha’s egg. But Samantha protectively jerked it away.

‘You can’t!’ exclaimed Samantha.

‘Oh yes, I can,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘She isn’t too far off yet. And I don’t mind chasing after her to make sure I get in a really good shot.’

‘No, I mean you can’t because I need to keep my egg safe,’ said Samantha. ‘That’s the assignment for school.’

‘What? To let a perfectly good egg go to waste?!’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘What higher purpose could an egg have than congealing into the back of Nanny Anne’s perfectly perfect hair?’

‘I’m supposed to pretend this egg is a baby, take it everywhere with me and protect it from danger,’ said Samantha.

‘Why?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘In case all the chickens of the world go on strike and there is a worldwide egg shortage, making eggs more valuable than gold? Which actually isn’t a half-bad idea, I must suggest it to my friend Brenda. She’s a chicken and she’s been looking for a plan for world domination for years and that just might do it.’

‘Looking after an egg is supposed to teach us about how hard it is to look after children, so we appreciate our parents more,’ explained Samantha.

‘Because they think there is a real chance your parents might fry you up and eat you with some toast soldiers?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘Although in your father’s case, I wouldn’t put it past him.’

‘I have to carry the egg everywhere with me and return it safely at the end of the week,’ explained Samantha.

‘Why didn’t you tell me about this Egg Week?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘It’s obviously a big deal.’

‘Well,’ began Samantha, looking to her brothers for help, but they avoided her eye. ‘It gets very . . . competitive.’

‘Children compete to see who can look after the eggs better?!’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘No, the parents compete,’ explained Samantha, ‘and we know you have a little bit of a competitive streak yourself, Nanny Piggins, so we thought it better not to mention it.’

‘Me? Competitive? Whatever do you mean?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘Well you did try to throw Mr Brennan out a second-storey window by his tie when he didn’t judge Derrick the winner of the science fair,’ Michael reminded her.

‘But Derrick deserved to win!’ protested Nanny Piggins. ‘The chocolate blancmange he created was the greatest contribution to chemistry since . . . since . . .’ Nanny Piggins struggled to think of an example. ‘. . . since cavemen invented the wheel so they could ride their bicycle to the cake shop.’

‘Anyway, you know now,’ said Samantha. ‘It isn’t a hard assignment. I just have to be careful for a few days.’

‘What about you two?’ asked Nanny Piggins, looking at Derrick and Michael’s eggs. ‘Do you have to protect your eggs too?’

‘No,’ said Michael. ‘Each class has to do something different. I have to spin mine. I have to practise all week. Then on Friday there will be a competition and whoever spins their egg longest wins.’

‘That makes moderately more sense,’ conceded Nanny Piggins. ‘If you ever needed to make an egg dizzy, spinning it would do the trick.’

‘And I have to drop my egg off a three-storey building,’ said Derrick.

‘Really?’ asked Nanny Piggins, riveted by this exciting suggestion.

‘I’ve got to build something that will protect my egg from a three-storey fall,’ explained Derrick.

‘Finally, this school is teaching you something useful,’ approved Nanny Piggins. ‘Do you then put your teacher in the contraption to see if they survive the fall?’

‘No,’ said Derrick firmly, before Nanny Piggins got any more wild ideas.

‘Well, those assignments sound simple enough. I’m sure we’ll win this competition easily,’ said Nanny Piggins as they began walking home.

‘It isn’t a competition. It’s just a school assignment,’ said Samantha.

‘Pish!’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Everything in life is a competition. Sometimes it is a competition that doesn’t matter terribly much. But it might matter to someone else. So for their sake it’s important to try to beat them.’

‘That’s not what you said on the morning of the cross-country carnival,’ Michael reminded her. ‘You said that competitions are silly and we should all just go and have a nice bar of chocolate.’

‘Agh! Chocolate!’ screamed Nanny Piggins.

‘What?!’ asked the children.

‘Hesselstein’s is having a sale! And it started –’ Nanny Piggins grabbed Derrick’s wrist to look at his watch – ‘One minute ago! Quick, run!’

The children needed no further explanation. They took off running towards the Chocolatorium.

‘Is this going to be safe for Eggbert?’ asked Samantha.

‘Who?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘My egg,’ said Samantha. ‘Won’t there be jostling at the shop?’

‘If there isn’t now, there will be when I get there,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘No-one is standing between me and one of Mrs Hesselstein’s finest five kilogram bars.’

And so poor Eggbert was undone less than ten minutes after leaving the school grounds. A chocolate-loving housewife was so overcome with desire for the big bags of Belgian white chocolate that she tried to put Nanny Piggins in a headlock to stop her getting at it first. This was a mistake. A big mistake. No-one saw quite which jujitsu move Nanny Piggins inflicted on her but Nanny Piggins got the chocolate, the housewife got a slipped disc in her lower back and Samantha was bumped ever so slightly into a display of life-sized chocolate Santas, which toppled down on her, causing a slight crack in Eggbert’s shell.

As the children sat with Nanny Piggins on the pavement outside, licking the chocolate stains off their faces and sucking the chocolate smears out of their school uniforms, Samantha stared forlornly at Eggbert.

‘Maybe your teacher won’t notice,’ suggested Nanny Piggins. (Eating three times her own body weight in chocolate always made her optimistic.)

‘She’ll notice,’ said Samantha. ‘She brought in an infra-red light especially so she can see the tiniest crack. And that’s not a tiny crack.’

‘Well, you made it worse yourself,’ Michael said, ‘when you lunged for those chocolate-covered honeycombs.’

‘I thought Boris would like some,’ said Samantha defensively.

Derrick snorted. ‘Is that why you just ate six yourself?’

‘Now, now,’ chided Nanny Piggins. ‘We must never judge anybody harshly for wanting to eat a chocolate bar. Let he who is without chocolate stains on his school uniform cast the first stone.’

The boys looked sheepishly at their chocolate-covered ties.

‘The assignment is to not break the egg,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘and it isn’t broken, just slightly cracked. If you are super-duper careful for the rest of the week I’m sure Eggbert will make it through just fine.’
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The next morning Nanny Piggins and the children were awoken by a bloodcurdling scream. Except for Michael. He was the one doing the screaming. He leapt out of his bed and ran to his nanny as fast as he could.

‘What’s wrong?’ asked Nanny Piggins, wrapping Michael protectively in a big hug.

‘There’s a strange woman in my bedroom,’ shuddered Michael.

‘What does she want?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘I don’t know,’ said Michael. ‘When I woke up she was standing over me and she just said “Hello”.’

‘Well, she sounds like a perfectly polite strange woman,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Apart from the breaking and entering into our home bit. But I’m sure we can overlook that if she’s got a good reason. Let’s go and say “Hello” back.’

Nanny Piggins led the way to Michael’s room. The children cowered behind her.

‘Yoo-hoo?’ called Nanny Piggins as she pushed open the door. When she saw who it was, a curvaceous woman with a tattoo of a snake on her neck, seven nose rings in one nostril and peroxide blonde hair, Nanny Piggins rushed forward and gave her a huge hug. ‘Alexandra! How marvellous to see you,’ she cried.

‘You asked one of your friends to come and scare the living daylights out of me?’ asked Michael, a little hurt.

‘Not at all,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘This is Alexandra. I’ve asked her to come and help you with your spinning assignment. She is the plate spinner from the circus. No-one knows more about spinning than her.’

‘Oh,’ said Michael, not knowing whether to be grateful or horrified.

‘With her help you’re sure to win,’ said Nanny Piggins confidently.

‘It’s an assignment, not a competition,’ Derrick reminded her.

‘You say potato, I say potato,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Vhere is this egg ve must spin?’ asked Alexandra, proving not only did she look strange, she sounded strange too, for she had a thick Lithuanian accent.

‘Here,’ said Michael, lifting his egg from the dresser and tentatively holding it out to Alexandra.

‘Aggg,’ said Alexandra (which is Lithuanian for ‘Ahhh’). ‘This egg, she has potential!’

‘Wonderful!’ declared Nanny Piggins. ‘Michael, I’ve already rung the school and told them you won’t be going in for the rest of the week because you’ve contracted dengue fever, which means you can stay home all day and work with Alexandra.’

‘But –’ began Michael.

‘No need to thank me,’ Nanny Piggins assured him. ‘What’s the point of having circus connections if you don’t use them?’

Nanny Piggins turned to Samantha. ‘Now this minding an egg thing, do you need any help with that?’

‘No, not at all, I’ve completely got it covered,’ said Samantha, clutching her now bubble-wrapped cracked egg to her chest for fear that Nanny Piggins would whisk her off and introduce her to some sort of egg-protection guru.

‘Good,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘That leaves me free to work with you, Derrick.’

‘Oh,’ said Derrick. Nanny Piggins could be daunting when she was feeling enthusiastic. ‘I’ve actually had some ideas myself.’

‘You have?’ said Nanny Piggins, impressed. ‘What are they?’

‘Well, um . . .’ began Derrick, embarrassed to reveal the truth. ‘I was thinking I could wrap the egg in a protective layer of cake,’ he finally admitted. (Living with Nanny Piggins for so long had caused some of her thought processes to rub off on him.)

‘What a brilliant idea!’ declared Nanny Piggins. ‘We’ll definitely do that. I’ve got a sponge cake recipe that will be perfect. But think of all the other things you could try – parachutes, airbags, compressed gases, airfoil technology . . . We’re going to have so much fun experimenting all week.’

‘But what about school?’ asked Derrick.

‘There’s no time for that!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘I rang them and said you had Ross River fever.’

‘Won’t they find that hard to believe when Michael has dengue fever?’ asked Derrick.

‘Well, they’d think it a strange coincidence if you had the same type of fever,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘What about me?’ asked Samantha.

‘I told them you had malaria,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘So I could stay home too?’ she asked.

‘No, no, no, you have to go to school,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘To stay home would be cheating. You have to protect your egg while living your normal day-to-day life.’

‘But you normally keep us out of school all the time,’ argued Samantha.

‘I know,’ agreed Nanny Piggins, ‘but it would be against the spirit of the competition.’

‘Assignment,’ Derrick reminded her.

‘Yes, yes, same difference,’ said Nanny Piggins breezily. ‘Now, let’s all go downstairs and eat chocolate-covered waffles. We will need our energy for a full day of learning.’
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After packing Samantha off to school and Michael off with Alexandra, Nanny Piggins and Derrick got started on his project.

‘First of all, I want you to know I am not going to do this project for you,’ Nanny Piggins announced.

‘You’re not?’ asked Derrick.

‘I don’t want to be one of those dreadful child-carers who does all their children’s assignments,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘You’re talking about Nanny Anne, aren’t you?’ said Derrick.

‘Yes, I am,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘There is no way that Samson Wallace made the bonnet he wore to the Easter parade – it clearly required advanced post-graduate millinery skills. And only Nanny Anne would have the gall to stuff a real baby chicken in a cage and staple it to a child’s head.’

‘So how are we going to proceed?’ asked Derrick.

‘Clearly we should go to the shop and buy several hundred eggs, then go up on the roof and throw them off,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘While wrapping the eggs in different protective layers each time to see what works best?’ asked Derrick.

‘Yes, I suppose we could jump straight to that,’ agreed Nanny Piggins.

And so Nanny Piggins, Derrick and Boris had a lovely afternoon up on the roof with several crates of eggs, bubble wrap, balloons, cardboard and a parachute they had borrowed from the old retired army colonel who lived round the corner (and was in love with Nanny Piggins). They managed to break every single egg they hurled off the roof but they had a tremendous time doing it.

By the end of the day they had learnt quite a lot: blancmange does not just taste delicious, it makes an excellent improvised cushioning device; it’s hard to sticky-tape a parachute to an egg; and throwing eggs onto a concrete surface is always fun no matter how many times you do it.

Samantha had a comparatively dull time going to school on her own, but she did not notice because she was taking her own assignment very seriously. And she knew that if you want to protect an egg, spending time with a circus pig on a roof was not a good idea. It would have been too easy for her own dear Eggbert to get mixed up with the other eggs and end up a spattered mess on the driveway below.

Not that Samantha had an easy time of it. All week Nanny Anne kept finding excuses to drop by the school and bump into Samantha (sometimes so hard she was knocked to the ground) in her petty mission to smash Samantha’s egg. (Nanny Anne had kept Margaret Wallace home from school to protect her egg. And unlike Nanny Piggins, Nanny Anne did not ring up and say Margaret had malaria, she actually made sure Margaret got malaria. Which shows her commitment to Egg Week because she had a devil of a job getting a diseased mosquito shipped to herself via eBay.)

All three Green children were relieved when Thursday evening rolled round. Michael was exhausted from his daily ten-hour spinning lessons with Alexandra, Derrick was windswept and sun-tanned from all the time he had spent up on the roof and Samantha was emotionally exhausted from taking care of Eggbert.

Before they went to bed, Nanny Piggins gave the children a pep talk. ‘Just remember, children, tomorrow may be Egg Day but it is also just an ordinary day. These sorts of school events, which inevitably devolve into bitter competitiveness, are always very silly. So I don’t want you to take it to heart if you lose. I will always love you no matter what happens to your egg tomorrow. And win or lose, we will be having chocolate cream pie for dinner tomorrow night.’

‘So no pressure then?’ said Derrick.

‘None at all,’ agreed Nanny Piggins. ‘Although, if you could win and in doing so humiliate Nanny Anne for me, I would be very grateful.’
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Nanny Piggins, Michael and Derrick were awoken the next morning by screaming. Samantha was not awoken by the screaming because she was the one doing the screaming.

‘Aaa-aaaa-aaaaggggh!’ screamed Samantha.

‘What is it? What’s wrong?’ asked Nanny Piggins as she and the boys burst into the room.

‘It’s Eggbert!’ Samantha exclaimed. ‘He’s gone! He was right here on my dresser and now he’s gone.’

‘Don’t worry,’ said Derrick. ‘We’ll help you look.’

‘He can’t have gone far,’ said Michael. ‘Maybe there was an earthquake in the night and he rolled off the dresser.’

Michael got down on his hands and knees and started to look.

‘Um . . .’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘there really isn’t any need to look. I know where Eggbert is.’

The children looked at their nanny. For a pig, it was unusual to see her looking so sheepish.

Samantha began to suspect a dreadful possibility. ‘Oh no, Nanny Piggins, you didn’t?’

Nanny Piggins actually blushed from shame. ‘Well, Derrick and I had been so thorough in our experiments that we had run out of eggs. And when I woke up in the night and felt a little peckish for cake, there were only three eggs left in the refrigerator. And everyone knows you need four eggs for a really good sponge.’

‘You cooked and ate Eggbert?’ wailed Samantha.

‘Not at all,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I cooked and partially ate Eggbert. I saved you a slice.’

‘But what’s my teacher going to say?’ despaired Samantha. ‘I’m going to get an “F”.’

‘Oh pish!’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I’m sure your teacher wouldn’t be so petty. It’s a very delicious sponge, and there is quite a large chunk left. If you give your teacher a slice, as soon as she tastes it she’ll understand. She’ll know Eggbert had to be sacrificed for a higher cause.’

At this point Samantha wept a little bit, which made Nanny Piggins feel dreadful – until she persuaded Samantha to eat some of the cake, then Samantha immediately agreed that Nanny Piggins had done entirely the right thing, before scoffing down some more.

When they arrived at Egg Day, Nanny Piggins was impressed. All the classes had been cancelled (an excellent start in her opinion) and the whole school had been decorated with egg banners and egg cardboard cut-outs. (You see, unlike every other public holiday, Egg Day was a non-religious celebration so the school could really get behind it without offending anybody.)

The first event of the day would be the spinning. Everyone in Michael’s class would get a turn to go out in front of the entire school and spin their egg. All the kids did really well. Unlike maths homework, egg spinning was an assignment they all enjoyed and they had practised hard all week. So they all managed at least 60 seconds of spinning.

The clear leader was, however, Margaret Wallace. While the other students had practised all week, she had been practising for two years. Nanny Anne had her on such a comprehensive training regimen that the muscles in Margaret Wallace’s spinning wrist were enormous. Her right wrist was twice the thickness of her left.

When it came time for her to spin, you could see the tension on Margaret’s face. Nanny Piggins felt like leaping out of the crowd, hugging the poor child and assuring her she did not have to spin it if she didn’t want to. She looked across at Nanny Anne. You could tell she really wanted to push poor Margaret out of the way and spin the egg herself.

Margaret took a deep breath, put her egg down on the stage and spun with all her might. And it was a truly impressive spin. Her egg rotated and rotated seemingly endlessly. It eventually came to a halt after 17 minutes. Nanny Anne was already on the phone to the Guinness Book of World Records claiming the title for the longest egg spin by an under eight-year-old.

There was only one person left to spin – Michael. He was going last because he had accidentally become stuck in a toilet cubicle while putting on his purple sequinned costume. What Michael did not realise (because he was stuck in a toilet cubicle at the time) was that none of the other students had dressed up in costumes and that all the other students had spun their eggs on the wooden floorboards of the stage.

Being a circus pig, it had never occurred to Nanny Piggins to do something as mundane as spinning an egg on the floor. It never occurred to Alexandra either. And Michael, being a biddable boy, had gone along with everything they suggested. So after Boris finally liberated Michael from the toilet cubicle (by ripping the door off its hinges) and he marched out on stage in a purple skin-tight jumpsuit, the whole crowd gasped.

‘Doesn’t he look marvellous,’ said Nanny Piggins, her heart swelling with pride.

‘Sequins really suit him,’ agreed Alexandra.

Unfortunately what Nanny Piggins did not realise, because she had never been a little boy, was that little boys do not actually like to look marvellous. They like to look exactly the same as all the other little boys so that they do not stand out and no-one makes fun of them.

‘Perhaps you’d better spin your egg, Michael,’ called Michael’s teacher from the front row of the audience.

‘All right,’ said Michael amiably. He then shocked the audience again by disappearing into the wings and coming back out riding a unicycle, while balancing a long cane on his nose. He then spun the egg as he tossed it up in the air and caught it on top of the cane. Then he spun it around and around while riding back and forth on the unicycle. It was impressive. Even the boys who had been thinking up mean things to say about Michael’s skin-tight purple jumpsuit found themselves yelling out ‘Woo-hoo!’ and ‘Go, you good thing!’

Eventually, after 45 minutes, Michael stopped. Not because his egg had stopped spinning, but because he was feeling peckish and did not want to keep spinning into morning tea time.

‘The winner of the egg-spinning assignment is Michael Green,’ announced the teacher.

‘I protest!’ declared Nanny Anne. ‘He didn’t spin his egg properly. He didn’t follow the rules.’

‘There are no rules,’ said the teacher. ‘The children are just meant to see who can spin an egg the longest.’

‘It’s against the spirit of the competition,’ complained Nanny Anne.

‘You can’t fault the boy for having spirit,’ countered the teacher. ‘He’s wearing a skin-tight sequinned jumpsuit.’

‘It’s not fair,’ shrieked Nanny Anne, starting to get hysterical.

‘It’s just a fun competition for seven-year-olds,’ the teacher said calmly. ‘It’s only fair to reward Michael for putting in so much effort.’

Nanny Anne looked like she was going to explode, or pull her hair out, or pull the teacher’s hair out. But after some effort she managed to rein in her dignity.

Next was the rollcall for Samantha’s class, where each student had to present their egg to show that it had survived the week intact. Samantha was relieved to discover that she was actually in the majority to no longer have a perfect egg. Some of the children had cracks in their eggs, one had brought in her egg in a plastic bag because it was entirely smashed, and one boy brought in the egg-soaked dish cloth his mother had used to clean his egg off the floor when he had fallen on it while practising a professional wrestling move on his sister.

Samantha was, however, the only student to present her egg in the form of a slice of cake. After a long morning of wrangling children who were overexcited by the Egg Day celebrations, the teacher was delighted to sink her teeth into Samantha’s slice of sponge.

‘Delicious,’ she pronounced. ‘Technically I have to give you an F because your egg was smashed.’

Samantha’s heart sank.

‘But I’m going to give 100 extra credit points for making such a delicious cake,’ added the teacher.

‘But I didn’t make the cake,’ Samantha confessed.

‘Okay, I’ll give you 100 extra credit points for bringing me a slice of cake to eat,’ said the teacher, ‘which brings your mark up to an A+++.’

Samantha almost fainted on the floor. She’d never had an A+++ before. It was such an auspicious occasion. Luckily Nanny Piggins had another slice of cake on hand to help her celebrate.

After several hours of egg throwing, egg-and-spoon races and sucking eggs into bottles with fire, they finally came to the most anticipated part of the day, when Derrick’s class would throw their eggs off the third storey roof of the science block.

There is something so joyful and free-spirited about watching an egg plummet three storeys. It would almost be a disappointment to see it land safely. It makes such a satisfying noise and spatter when it does not. Fortunately very few of the devices invented by Derrick’s class did the job. Their various attempts at protecting their eggs with balloons, foam rubber or packing peanuts were all to no avail.

One boy who was an optimist (with poor work ethic) just threw his egg over the edge and called out to the crowd below to ‘Catch it!’. Most of the crowd had the good sense to take a step back and not get involved. Only Boris stepped forward to catch the egg. Unfortunately for the boy above, Boris did not really understand the spirit of the competition, so he caught the egg in his mouth and ate it. (He often ate raw eggs. They tasted disgusting but gave a lovely gloss to his fur.)

When Samson Wallace stepped forward with his egg-dropping contraption, the whole crowd was impressed. His egg was encased in a beautiful tetrahedral prism made entirely of drinking straws.

‘And how did you get the idea for your design?’ asked his teacher.

‘I was reading about the specifications for NASA’s re-entry capsule,’ said Samson Wallace.

‘That’s a great big fib,’ denounced Nanny Piggins, turning on Nanny Anne. ‘You made that device for him, didn’t you!’

Nanny Anne smiled. ‘It’s my job to be caring and supportive.’

‘Hmmph!’ said Nanny Piggins, not liking to use the retort she was really thinking of in front of so many children.

The crowd gave Samson a countdown. ‘Three, two, one!’ He dropped his device off the building. And it dropped slowly, like a beach balloon, through the air. Through the clear plastic straws everyone could see the egg carefully protected inside. Nanny Piggins’ heart sank. Nanny Anne really had made a beautiful device. But then, when the capsule hit the ground, the unexpected happened. The straws crumpled, and the egg hit the bitumen firmly.

Everyone gasped, but then fell silent. They had heard the egg hit the ground but it had not broken.

‘What’s going on?’ asked Boris.

‘She boiled the egg!’ accused Nanny Piggins.

‘I did no such thing!’ said Nanny Anne. ‘You can’t prove anything.’

‘Yes, I can!’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Quick Boris, eat the egg and tell me if it’s hard-boiled or not.’

‘No, don’t!’ yelled Nanny Anne. ‘Keep that bear away from my egg.’

But no-one in the crowd was silly enough to stand between a 700 kilogram bear and a meal. Boris scoffed the egg, shell and all, in a millisecond.

‘Delicious,’ declared Boris, ‘although it would have been nicer with a bit of salt.’

‘Was the egg hard-boiled?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘Definitely,’ said Boris. ‘Eight minutes in boiling water at the very least.’

‘You can’t prove anything!’ said Nanny Anne. ‘The evidence is in the bear’s stomach.’

‘I can regurgitate it if you like,’ offered Boris.

‘That’s quite all right,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I am happy to have won the moral victory. And we don’t want to embarrass Samson. It’s not his fault his nanny is morally bankrupt.’

‘Look!’ called Samantha. ‘It’s Derrick’s turn.’

Derrick had pushed a large sheet-covered trolley over to the edge of the building.

‘What sort of device is he going to drop?’ Michael asked.

‘He isn’t going to drop anything,’ said Nanny Piggins, looking mysterious.

‘But those are the rules,’ snapped Nanny Anne. ‘The egg has to be dropped.’

‘No, the egg has to go over the edge of the building,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘There is nothing to say that the egg can’t first go up before it goes down.’

Derrick whipped back the sheet.

‘A cannon!’ exclaimed Samantha.

‘Of course,’ said Nanny Piggins proudly.

The crowd started to count, ‘Three, two, one . . .’

KABOOM!!!

The cannon fired in an ear-splitting blast and Derrick’s egg, encased in a huge bullet-shaped capsule, flew up into the sky.

‘But firing it up will only make it hit the ground harder,’ said Michael.

‘Pish,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Terminal velocity is terminal velocity. It doesn’t matter what height you drop it from. But the higher you go, the more time for the devices to deploy.’

‘Devices?’ asked Samantha.

At that moment Derrick’s projectile reached the peak of its parabola and with a POP!, a huge parachute billowed out. Stitched into the parachute were the words ‘I love Egg Day’.

The crowd cheered.

‘Blatant pandering,’ muttered Nanny Anne. ‘It’s just a parachute. Any child could think up that.’

Far in the distance above them the crowd heard another POP!

‘What was that?’ asked Michael.

‘Oh nothing,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Just the compressed helium canisters activating.’

Suddenly a huge jumping castle dropped down from the capsule containing the egg and started to rapidly expand as it filled with helium. Now, with a parachute above and a helium-filled jumping castle below, the egg started to drift downwards at a very slow pace indeed.

The children in the crowd laughed and cheered as they rushed one way, then another, trying to anticipate where the jumping castle, egg and parachute would land.

It finally touched down right in the middle of the school quadrangle.

‘Wait for it,’ called out Nanny Piggins. ‘There is one last device to activate.’

Just as the jumping castle brushed the bitumen, the egg capsule split open, and the actual egg dropped down onto the edge of a mixing bowl and split in two so that the contents fell into a pile of sugar, flour and butter. Then as the parachute flopped down, a cake mixer descended into the bowl, mixing up the perfect cake batter.

Everyone applauded and cheered.

‘Quick!’ called Nanny Piggins. ‘First one on the jumping castle gets to lick the spoon!’ All the children surged forward and had a wonderful time playing with the jumping castle, parachute and cake mix.

‘But his egg broke, he didn’t win!’ yelled Nanny Anne, though barely anyone was listening.

‘Why would you want to win,’ asked Nanny Piggins dismissively, ‘when you could lose so spectacularly?’

‘You built that whole device yourself,’ accused Nanny Anne. ‘You’re just as bad as me.’

‘On the contrary,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I let Derrick do the whole thing himself. It’s just that during his time with me he has learnt a lot about parachutes, projectiles and inflatable castles.’

Nanny Piggins then rushed forward to have a go on the jumping castle herself.
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‘This has been a wonderful week,’ reflected Nanny Piggins as she walked home with the children later. ‘I had always loved eggs and their contribution to the art of cake, custard and pavlova. But now I know they provide such excellent entertainment as well, I shall look at chickens with a renewed sense of gratitude.’
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It was nine o’clock in the morning and Nanny Piggins and the children were enjoying a lovely lie-in in bed. It was not as decadent as it sounds. They had only been in bed for half an hour because they’d had a busy night. They had been on safari.

Nanny Piggins would quite like to have gone to Africa, but the $3.12 they’d found in Mr Green’s pockets as he napped on the couch was not going to be enough for airfares. So they had to make do with the wildlife they could find in the local area. Which is why they decided to hold their safari at night. Nanny Piggins decided it would be much easier to pretend that possums and labradoodle puppies were exotic African animals if it was pitch black outside.

They had a wonderful time, of course. They encountered a man-eating lion (Mr Mahmood’s cat), a deadly piranha (Michael had fallen in Mrs Lau’s fish pond) and a rampaging wildebeest (Mrs McGill in her dressing-gown and hair curlers, chasing them out of her yard with a mop). So they were in a deep and exhausted sleep when they were cruelly awoken by the doorbell.

‘Agh! Quick hide!’ screamed Nanny Piggins, as she snapped awake. ‘They’re coming to take me away!’ She was a bit brain-addled because she had been in the middle of a dream about a team of Swiss chocolatiers trying to kidnap her and force her to become their chief chocolate taster.

The doorbell rang again.

‘Why must kidnappers be so persistent?’ moaned Nanny Piggins as she got out of bed and took the abseiling gear out of her underwear drawer, ready to rappel down the back of the house and run away.

‘Hang on,’ said Derrick. ‘We don’t know if it’s kidnappers.’ He was being the most reasonable because he’d had a nap during the night. (When they were playing hide-and-seek he had accidentally locked himself in Mrs Simpson’s outdoor toilet for two hours.)

‘It could be a delivery person,’ suggested Michael, ‘coming to give you a big box of chocolates, and if you don’t go down and sign for it you’ll lose them forever.’ (He’d been having a lovely dream about someone delivering a big box of chocolates.)

‘You’re right!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘I still think it is more likely to be a kidnapper. But if there is even the smallest chance it could be a deluded person inexplicably giving away large amounts of chocolate, then I must take the risk of going down to see.’

So they all went downstairs to the front door (still in their pyjamas) to see who it was. Nanny Piggins did pick up the fire poker on the way through, just in case. She almost never used the fire poker for poking the fire but found it enormously useful for poking a great many other things – cakes, jellies and annoying people who needed to be given a warning. (Sometimes when she was feeling generous, Nanny Piggins did warn a person before biting their shins, usually when she’d just put lipstick on and did not want to mess it up.)

Nanny Piggins swung open the front door and then stepped back into a defensive stance. ‘If you’ve brought me a big box of chocolates, just toss it on the ground and then run away. We don’t want to hurt you,’ she called. But no chocolates were forthcoming.

Nanny Piggins edged forward and peered out. She could not see anyone. No chocolate delivery person. And no kidnappers.

‘No-one’s there!’ exclaimed Samantha.

‘But that doesn’t make sense,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘We definitely heard the doorbell. Unless it was some wicked reprobate who rang the bell, then ran away as some sort of cruel practical joke.’

‘You did that to half our neighbours at three o’clock this morning,’ Samantha reminded her.

‘Yes, but not as a trick,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I was just trying to find someone with some hot chocolate because it was getting a little nippy and I didn’t want you children to get a chill. I was just being a good nanny.’

‘Hello,’ interrupted a voice.

Nanny Piggins and the children recoiled.

‘What was that?’ asked Samantha.

‘It was a voice,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘But whose voice?’ asked Derrick. ‘There’s no-one there.’

‘Don’t be frightened,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘It’s probably just a ghost. Michael, run next door and ask Mrs Simpson for some garlic.’

‘Are you going to use garlic to drive the ghost away?’ asked Samantha.

‘No, of course not,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Just because he’s a ghost doesn’t mean we can be rude. I need garlic because I’ve heard that ghosts enjoy Italian food.’

‘I’m not a ghost,’ said the voice. ‘It’s me. Awk!’

‘Awk?’ said Derrick.

‘I know of only one person who punctuates their speech with the word ‘Awk’!’ declared Nanny Piggins. ‘Percy? Is that you?’

Nanny Piggins leaned out the doorway and looked down onto the front step, and there was a small red parrot.

‘Awk! Allo, Sarah,’ said Percy. ‘Who’s a pretty girl then?’

‘Stop it, Percy,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘You’ll make me blush.’

‘This is a friend of yours?’ asked Michael.

‘Of course,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I know Percy from the circus. He’s the World’s Greatest Talking Parrot.’

‘I’m surprised we haven’t met him before,’ said Samantha.

‘Well, Percy has a huge advantage over everyone else who works at the circus,’ explained Nanny Piggins. ‘When the Ringmaster is being his most irritating and megalomaniacal, Percy can fly away.’

‘Awk!’ agreed Percy. ‘The Ringmaster tried substituting styrofoam for my birdseed last year so I flew away and spent six months being a pirate’s parrot.’

‘A real pirate?’ asked Derrick.

‘Oh, yes. It was a lot of fun,’ said Percy, ‘but don’t ever get mixed up with music piracy. I made that mistake once. Sitting on someone’s shoulder while they sit at a computer illegally downloading songs from the internet is not nearly as exciting as sitting on someone’s shoulder as they sail the high seas stealing treasure.’

‘Do people really still bury treasure on deserted islands?’ asked Michael.

‘Oh my word, yes,’ said Percy. ‘Sure there’s always a chance a rival pirate could steal it, a monkey could eat it or an earthquake could cause the whole island to sink into the sea. But it’s still much safer than putting it in a bank.’

‘Well, you must come in,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I don’t think we have any birdseed. But I could whip up an orange and poppyseed cake.’

They all went inside and ate lots of cake, before Percy explained himself. Nanny Piggins rightly assumed that anyone who turned up on her doorstep looking for help would have a long story to tell, and it is always best to listen to a long story on a full stomach, otherwise your brain will not hear a word of it.

‘Has the Ringmaster been wicked to you again?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘You really should use your 50 year binding contract as lining for the bottom of your cage.’

‘No, the Ringmaster is no worse than usual,’ said Percy, ‘although I am going to break my contract.’

‘Good for you,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I’m tremendous friends with the local Police Sergeant, so if he comes to arrest you I know just what to bake to bribe him into letting you fly away.’

‘That’s not my problem,’ said Percy. ‘My problem is that I’ve got a job at a radio station.’

‘How is that a problem?’ asked Derrick.

‘Regular employment can be very confronting to circus folk,’ explained Nanny Piggins. ‘Being expected to turn up at an office that has biscuits in the break room and indoor plumbing in the bathroom can make a circus performer anxious. It seems too good to be true.’

‘Awk, that’s not it,’ said Percy. ‘The problem is I’ve got the job, but they haven’t met me yet, so there are certain crucial things they don’t know about me.’

‘Like what?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘That you don’t care for salsa music, that san choi bow is your favourite Chinese dish, or that you have an ideological aversion to Lego?’

‘No, they don’t know that I’m a parrot,’ explained Percy.

‘How could they not know that?’ asked Michael. ‘No offence but it was kind of the first thing I noticed about you.’

‘They’ve only spoken to me on the telephone,’ explained Percy. ‘I used to ring up the talkback radio station every day and give my opinion about things. The key is to talk about how silly the person before you was. Anyway, they liked me so much, they’ve offered me a job.’

‘I don’t see what the problem is,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘How can they be upset about you being a parrot?’

‘I find that humans aren’t always broad-minded when they’re interacting with a parrot,’ said Percy. ‘Sure, they’re happy to offer you a cracker. But they very rarely give you one. And for some reason they insist on calling me Polly even when my name is actually Percy.’

Nanny Piggins shook her head sadly. ‘They really are a narrow-minded species.’

‘Hey!’ protested Michael.

‘Not you three, obviously,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘But only because you’ve been raised properly by me and you know you should always show good manners towards every species except –’

‘Aardvarks,’ supplied the children.

‘Exactly,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Nasty animals. Being first in the alphabet makes them so conceited. You should have as little to do with them as possible. So Percy, what was it you’d like me to do?’

‘I was hoping that you would agree to be my agent,’ said Percy.

‘Of course,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘but first you’d better tell me what an agent is.’

‘Creative people get an agent to handle their business negotiations for them,’ explained Percy, ‘because people who have an artistic temperament often aren’t good at arguing with megalomaniacs. The last time I negotiated a contract was with the Ringmaster. I tried to get a ten per cent pay raise but by the time I left his caravan I’d negotiated a 20 per cent pay cut plus an additional 25 years on my 50 year contract.’

‘Don’t worry, I’ll be happy to represent you,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘It would be my pleasure to go down to the radio station and bite a few shins. I’ve been meaning to do that anyway, to punish them for the dreadful music they’ve been playing. They call it “classic rock” but frankly, banging two rocks together would sound better.’

And so, after a light breakfast of a few dozen chocolate-covered pancakes, and getting dressed (a business suit over her best wrestling leotard), Nanny Piggins was ready to go down to the radio station to negotiate Percy’s contract. The children came along too, because Nanny Piggins thought it would be much more educational than school. Contract negotiation requires a knowledge of mathematics, psychology, legal terminology and all the main pain points in the human shin. They also took Boris with them because he had one semester’s worth of training in law, plus he could create a diversion by doing a little ballet if the need arose.

When they got to the radio station, the first challenge was getting past the reception desk. A very rude, slack-jawed youth called Jessica told them they could not go in without an appointment, then seemed almost disappointed when Nanny Piggins announced that they had one.

‘You can’t take a bear, a parrot and three children into a job interview,’ said the receptionist.

‘They aren’t children,’ fibbed Nanny Piggins. ‘They are a very short documentary film crew, doing a fly-on-the-wall exposé on the interior decoration of radio stations.’

‘Where are their cameras?’ asked the receptionist.

‘They are hidden about their persons,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Well, you definitely can’t take a bear into the interview,’ said the receptionist.

‘Why?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘Because,’ said the receptionist.

‘Do you have a manual somewhere specifically stating that bears are forbidden from entering the premises?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘No,’ sulked the youth.

‘Then I suggest you don’t go ahead making unilateral decisions on your own,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Because this Bear is also a legal genius who has won every trial he has ever taken to court.’

Boris smiled and nodded. (Admittedly, he had only taken one case to court, which made it easier to maintain his one hundred per cent success rate.)

Realising that she was going to lose this argument, the receptionist sulked some more, said ‘Whatever’, put her ear buds back in (she was listening to something other than the rubbish being played by her own radio station) and buzzed them through.
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‘Come in, come in,’ said the station manager. ‘We want you to know we are very happy to have Percy be a member of our team. It’s a shame he couldn’t be here today. I was looking forward to meeting him.’

‘He is here,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘He is?’ said the station manager, looking at Derrick, then Michael.

‘Over here,’ said Nanny Piggins, pointing to the parrot sitting on her shoulder.

‘Allo, awk,’ said Percy.

‘Is this a joke?’ asked the station manager. ‘Did the guys from StirFM send you over?’

‘We’re circus folk,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘We don’t joke about contract negotiations. We may weep about them for decades, but we never joke.’

‘I can’t hire a parrot,’ protested the station manager. ‘I’d be a laughing stock.’

‘Good. Your listeners could do with a laugh,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Your DJ’s aren’t very funny.’

‘No way,’ said the station manager. He pressed the intercom button. ‘Jessica, call security.’

‘Oh dear, I don’t like to get nasty but I can see you are not going to be reasonable,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘If you don’t give Percy the job, then things are going to get ugly for you.’

‘Are you threatening me?’ asked the station manager.

‘Yes, I am,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I’m glad you’re catching on. I’m saying that Percy is a parrot – a group very under-represented in the media. If you don’t hire him, you will put every bird in the country off side.’

The station manager laughed. ‘You’re being ridiculous.’

‘Am I?’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘We’ll soon see how you like it when every bird in town goes out of its way to poo on your head.’

‘They wouldn’t!’ said the station manager.

‘Of course they would,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Birds poo on people’s heads all the time. Imagine how much more they would do it if they had a reason.’

‘Not just you,’ added Boris. ‘They’d poo on your car.’

The station manager gasped. ‘Not the Ferrari! Couldn’t they poo on my family instead?’

‘What colour is your car?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘Red,’ said the station manager.

‘They’d definitely poo on that,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Birds can’t resist a shiny red car.’

‘But I can’t hire a parrot!’ wailed the station manager.

‘Why not?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘Are you worried he will show up your other DJs?’

‘No, because he’s a parrot!’ said the station manager.

Nanny Piggins sighed. ‘I can see they did not teach logic or debating at your school. Now, children, this is my dilemma. I don’t want to use violence. But some people just don’t respond to reason.’

Suddenly the door banged open. ‘What in the heck is going on in here!’ exclaimed a large man wearing cowboy boots and, even more strangely, a cowboy hat even though he was inside. ‘I’m trying to meditate in my office and all I can hear is angry threats and squawking.’

‘This pig wants me to hire this parrot,’ explained the station manager.

‘And who are you?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘I can only assume you are either a cattle worker who has become severely lost, or a man in a position of ultimate authority which allows you to dress for the office as though you were going to a fancy-dress party.’

‘I’m the owner of this radio station,’ said the owner.

‘Ah,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘You see, children, executives in the entertainment industry like to dress up like cowboys for the same reason the Ringmaster wears his tail coat 24 hours a day.’

‘Because they’re in charge?’ asked Michael.

‘Yes, and because they’re barking mad,’ explained Nanny Piggins.

‘I like the cut of your jib, little lady,’ said the owner. ‘Are you married?’

‘No,’ said Nanny Piggins, beginning to glower. (She disliked getting marriage proposals on a first meeting – she thought it showed unnecessary presumption.)

‘But you are, sir,’ the station manager reminded him.

The owner looked down at the ring on his left hand. ‘Oh yeah, never mind. I’ll offer you a job instead.’

‘What?’ exclaimed the station manager.

‘She’s a spitfire, and she’s got the gift of the gab,’ said the owner.

‘You can’t just hire a pig off the street to be on the radio! She’s got no training,’ protested the station manager.

‘What do you mean “no training”?’ retorted Nanny Piggins. ‘I am the World’s Greatest Flying Pig.’

‘But you never trained at that,’ Michael pointed out.

‘True,’ agreed Nanny Piggins, ‘but all those head injuries have to count for something.’

‘You’re hired,’ said the owner, grabbing Nanny Piggins by the trotter and shaking it.

‘I actually came here to negotiate a job for my friend Percy the Parrot,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Well then he’s hired too,’ said the owner. ‘Now everybody clear off. I need to get back to my meditation. My doctor tells me if I’m going to stop having heart attacks I need to calm down.’

‘Have you tried cake therapy?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘I thought cake was bad for your heart,’ said the owner.

‘Rubbish,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘That’s only if you eat it in small amounts. If you eat enough really sugary cake, with very thick icing, you will become pleasantly numbed and drowsy from all the calories. Pigs in Tibet have been doing it for years. It’s called transencakeal meditation.’
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And so when Nanny Piggins and Percy returned the next day it was to host the breakfast program, with Boris and the children tagging along for moral support (and to drive the getaway car if things got out of hand). The station manager had tried scheduling ‘The Percy & Piggins Show’ on the midnight to dawn shift but the owner would not hear of it. He wanted to listen to Nanny Piggins’ program and he was not going to get up early to do it.

Predictably, Nanny Piggins was brilliant. Her insightful advice, words of wisdom and cake recipes were highly entertaining. She held up the whole station’s schedule for an hour and a half when she told the story of the time she snuck chocolate cake over the border into Afghanistan to trade it for a two-week ceasefire so they could put on their circus. But Percy was no less a talent. His interview technique was a revelation. In day-to-day conversation he seemed like just an ordinary parrot with a 50,000 word vocabulary, keen intellectual insight and knowledge of world events.

Yet when he came to do political interviews he was brilliant. You see, the radio station had a standing arrangement with the mayor that each day he would ring up and talk about what he was doing around town. So at 7.45am precisely, the mayor rang in to ‘The Percy & Piggins Show’.

‘Hello,’ said the mayor.

‘Good morning Mr Mayor,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I do hope you’re not still wearing your pyjamas.’

‘What?’ said the mayor. (The previous radio hosts had never guessed that he conducted his daily interview still wearing his pyjamas.)

‘It’s just that I can hear you are in an unusually echo-free room,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘so either you are obsessive–compulsive and have stapled egg cartons to the walls of your living room, or you are still sitting in bed and the sound is being absorbed by the bedding. If you are still in bed I assume you are not wearing your suit because it wouldn’t be terribly comfortable. But the idea of you in pyjamas is a disturbing visual image for our listeners, which is why I hoped it wasn’t true.’

Being a politician, the mayor knew how to answer this question – by asking his own question and answering that instead. ‘I hoped you were going to ask me about the power outage yesterday at the sewerage plant,’ began the mayor.

But this is where Percy cut him off with a blindingly brilliant rhetorical attack.

‘I hoped you were going to ask me about the power outage yesterday at the sewerage plant, ack!’ parroted Percy.

The children were stunned. They knew he was a parrot but they had not expected him to literally ‘parrot’ the mayor, repeating exactly what he said.

The mayor was not expecting to have his words repeated back to him, but he had been mayor for some time so he had grown used to not listening to others, and he ploughed on. ‘I have set up a committee and they will be investigating it immediately.’

‘I have set up a committee and they will be investigating it immediately,’ parroted Percy.

‘Have you?’ said the mayor. ‘Oh gosh.’ (He hadn’t really set up a committee and was quite shocked that Percy had.)

‘But we know who to blame,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘We blame you! You are the one who sacked all the workers and automated the sewerage works. We all saw the press conference six months ago.’

‘Council will be taking legal action against the suppliers of the automated sewerage equipment for their design failures,’ said the mayor.

‘Their design failures,’ parroted Percy.

‘Oh all right, my design failures,’ confessed the mayor. ‘Curse your investigative committee. I don’t know how they found out.’

‘Found out,’ repeated Percy.

The children giggled.

‘Stop parroting what I say. It’s childish,’ said the mayor.

‘Stop parroting what I say. It’s childish,’ parroted Percy.

Now everyone laughed. Obviously it is cruel to laugh at someone else’s discomfort. But when that person is a politician it is okay.

‘I’m the mayor, show me some respect,’ said the mayor.

‘I’m the mayor, show me some respect,’ parroted Percy.

‘So you admit you fired the workers so you could get a spa installed in your mayoral office,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘I did no such thing,’ gasped the mayor.

‘I did no such thing,’ parroted Percy.

‘The spa budget was entirely separate from the sewerage budget,’ protested the mayor.

‘The spa budget was entirely separate from the sewerage budget,’ parroted Percy.

‘Stop repeating everything I say!’ yelled the mayor.

‘Stop repeating everything I say!’ parroted Percy.

‘Why do you want him to stop repeating you?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘Because you’re ashamed to hear your own lies repeated back to you.’

Now, the mayor did not exactly confess at this point. But there was a dreadful moment of silence when all the listeners could hear just how well his bedroom was soundproofed – and then the sound of the mayor giving one panicked sob of shame before he hung up the phone.

‘That was a triumph!’ exclaimed the owner as he burst into the radio booth. ‘We’ve been trying to roast that bloated self-important popinjay for years, and you stuck it to him. I’m buying you all lunch, anywhere you want to go.’

‘Can we go to the Slimbridge Cake Factory?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘Sure,’ said the owner. ‘I didn’t know they had a restaurant.’

‘Oh, they don’t,’ said Boris.

‘But Nanny Piggins knows where there’s a gap in the fence we can crawl through,’ explained Michael.
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Unfortunately for the mayor things did not get better as the week wore on: on Wednesday he rang up to talk about the state of the education system; on Thursday he rang up to discuss the tongue depressor shortage at the local hospital; and on Friday he called to announce council’s plan to dig up all the bushes they had planted last year and replace them with plastic replicas, because they were being sued by a lady with very bad hay fever.

And each time he was humiliated by Percy, who simply repeated everything he said. It turns out that if you take what a politician says, which sounds very hard to believe the first time you hear it, then simply repeat it, it sounds ridiculous. By the end of the week people were openly laughing at the mayor everywhere he went. He knew things were bad when his loyal secretary of 26 years started repeating what he said and giggling. But the straw that broke the camel’s back was when his wife started doing it. Then he had to get revenge.

When Nanny Piggins and Percy (with Boris and the children) arrived at the radio station on Monday they were met by two large, burly men in suits and the mayor himself.

‘Arrest that parrot!’ demanded the mayor.

‘What’s all this about?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘Are you the fashion police? Because if you are, I always imagined you’d be better dressed.’

‘We’re from the department of immigration,’ said the burlier of the burly men. ‘We have been given evidence that would suggest that Mr Percy Emilio Parrot is in fact not a citizen of this country.’

‘Rubbish!’ declared Nanny Piggins. ‘Percy was born and bred here.’

Percy coughed. ‘How many red macaws have you seen flying about the local area?’

‘You’re an immigrant?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘But you speak such flawless English.’

‘Thank you,’ said Percy. ‘I had to listen to a lot of audio tapes in the car. Which was particularly difficult because I didn’t own a car.’

‘We need to see your passport and citizenship papers,’ said the immigration official.

‘I don’t have any,’ said Percy.

‘See, I told you so,’ declared the mayor. ‘Arrest him and have him deported!’

‘I was kidnapped,’ said Percy.

‘What?’ said the mayor.

‘I was a young chick, newly hatched, when I was cruelly taken from my mother’s nest by a wicked criminal,’ said Percy, dabbing the corner of his eye with his wing.

‘The Ringmaster!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children.

‘Exactly,’ said Percy. ‘He smuggled me into this country inside a tube of potato chips.’

‘With the chips?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘No,’ said Percy.

‘How unspeakably cruel!’ denounced Nanny Piggins.

‘I was raised in the circus,’ said Percy. ‘Since that day I have never seen my family, the jungle, or my homeland.’

The immigration officials were so touched by this story they were dabbing away tears.

The mayor rolled his eyes. ‘You don’t believe this load of hogwash, do you?’

‘I beg your pardon?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘You shouldn’t have said that,’ warned Derrick.

Nanny Piggins intensely disliked the term ‘hogwash’. She did not see how a pig taking a bath could be taken as something derogatory.

‘I’m afraid that foreign birds with no papers can’t be permitted to stay,’ said the immigration official.

‘Ha!’ said the mayor. ‘Did you hear that? Foreign birds are not permitted to stay’ he mimicked in a singsong voice.

‘Unless,’ said the other immigration official, ‘he is sponsored by a zoo. Zoos have lots of foreign undocumented animals.’

‘Why didn’t you say so?’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘That can easily be arranged. The man who runs the zoo is a dear friend of mine.’

‘And he owes you a favour,’ added Boris.

‘Yes,’ agreed Nanny Piggins. ‘I haven’t released any of the large cats for nearly six months now, and I’m sure he’s tremendously grateful.’

‘Well, as long as the parrot is locked up,’ said the mayor, ‘I suppose that will do.’
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Unfortunately for the mayor, he had forgotten how much the man who ran the zoo disliked him. The mayor had slashed the zoo’s budget the previous year, forcing the zookeepers to feed the lions budget mince instead of porterhouse steak, which, frankly, they did not enjoy at all. And it is not much fun looking after a grumpy lion. So when Percy came to live in his aviary (a huge walk-through tent where Percy could make lots of friends), the zoo manager was very open to Nanny Piggins’ fund-raising suggestions. Percy was allowed to continue his radio show from inside the aviary. This was a tremendous drawcard for the zoo. People liked watching him humiliate the mayor even more than they enjoyed watching the seal jump through hoops.

But Nanny Piggins decided to retire from the show, allowing ‘The Percy & Piggins Show’ to become ‘Percy and the Zoo Crew’.

‘Are you sure you want to quit?’ asked Samantha.

‘I thought you enjoyed being on the radio,’ said Michael.

‘It’s true, I do like telling a broad audience what I think,’ agreed Nanny Piggins, ‘but I don’t think I’d like to go to work every day in an aviary. Birds are lovely to have as friends, and as you know, I’m not averse to risk. But when you wear such fantastic designer outfits as I do on a daily basis, the last thing you want is bird poo raining down on your head.’

The children nodded at the wisdom of this statement.

‘Now that everything has returned to normal, let’s go home and have a slice of cake,’ suggested Nanny Piggins.
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Usually the story would end here, but there was one more extraordinary twist that lay ahead. Later that day, when they got back to the house, Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children were shocked to discover a note from Mr Green, lying in the middle of the kitchen table.

‘What can this mean?’ wondered Nanny Piggins. ‘Your father has never left us a note before. He usually prefers to yell at us in person.’

‘You’d better read it,’ said Derrick.

Nanny Piggins tore open the envelope and began reading aloud.


Dear Nanny Piggins,

I have been transferred, effective immediately, to the firm’s Vanuatu office. I shall be leaving you in charge of the house and children. I am an important senior tax lawyer now. I cannot be distracted from my work by anything as trivial as my own children. I expect you to contact me as little as possible.

Your Employer,

Mr Green



As Nanny Piggins finished reading, tears welled in her eyes.

‘Nanny Piggins, what’s wrong?’ asked Derrick.

‘You’re not upset because Father’s note is so rude and insensitive, are you?’ asked Samantha.

‘Not at all,’ said Nanny Piggins, wiping away her tears. ‘They are tears of joy. We’re going to have so much fun now that he’s gone.’
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Nanny Piggins and the children were sitting at the breakfast table and for once Boris was sitting with them, which was making him uncomfortable. He was so used to hiding outside in the bushes and sharing his honey croissants with the ants, that to actually have to sit on a chair and use a napkin was cramping his style. No more shoving the food in his mouth and leaving it for the insects to get his fur clean for him.

The reason Boris was sitting at the table was not because Mr Green was being even more unobservant than usual, but because Mr Green was not there. He had gone to take up his new important job in a distant country and the house positively glowed with the warmth of his absence.

‘What a glorious day, children,’ said Nanny Piggins, failing to hide the delight at their father’s departure. ‘If I had known what sheer unbridled joy it would be to have your father leave the country forever I would have arranged to have him deported ages ago.’

‘How could you have him deported? He’s not a foreign citizen,’ asked Derrick.

‘Foreign passports are the easiest thing in the world to forge,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘They do it all the time in movies. I learnt how to copy passports from watching The Great Escape. It was a very good movie. It also taught me how to jump a motorcycle over a barbed wire fence and how to vault a pommel horse.’

‘So what are we going to do with our new-found freedom?’ asked Michael.

‘Well the first question is – what are we going to do with Mr Green’s bedroom?’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘But won’t he be coming back,’ asked Samantha, ‘for meetings and holidays?’

‘If you ran a law firm, would you want your father to attend meetings?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘No,’ admitted Samantha. She knew the law firm had always preferred for Mr Green to stay inside his basement office.

‘And I seriously doubt that your father will start celebrating holidays,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I think he’s allergic to joy. It might send him into anaphylactic shock.’

‘So we’re never going to see him again?’ asked Michael.

‘I wouldn’t get your hopes up too high,’ warned Nanny Piggins, ‘but if he did come back for a few days, or even a few months, he wouldn’t need an actual room. He could just stay in a tent on the front lawn.’

‘A tent?’ asked Samantha.

‘I lived in a tent for years,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘and it never did me any harm.’

‘You hated it,’ Michael reminded his nanny. ‘That’s why you ran away from the circus.’

‘But only because there was never anywhere to hang up my frocks,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘and there was no hot water for my bath. Your father doesn’t have frocks and he doesn’t bathe anywhere near as often as he should, so he won’t be troubled by that.’

‘Why don’t we turn Father’s bedroom into Boris’ bedroom?’ said Michael. He liked the idea of having his dear friend close at hand in the middle of the night, when he wanted company for a midnight snack in the kitchen.

‘Oh no, no, no,’ said Boris, becoming truly alarmed. ‘It’s one thing to sit at the table during breakfast, but I couldn’t sleep in the house through the whole night as well.’

‘Why not?’ asked Samantha. ‘Do you like your shed that much?’

‘I’m a grown bear. I like to have a place of my own,’ explained Boris. ‘Besides, it’s handy having a bedroom full of garden tools. The rake is excellent for scratching my back. And the trowel is good at getting honeycomb out of my teeth.’

‘We could use Father’s room to store chocolate,’ suggested Derrick.

‘Hmm,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘That’s a good idea in theory. But in practice I think buying a roomful of chocolate would only lead to my eating a roomful of chocolate. Which is very nice to do occasionally but it would be exhausting if I had to do it several times a day.’

‘Did you have anything in mind for Father’s room?’ asked Michael.

‘Well, actually,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘I did have one small idea. You may have noticed that Mr Mahmood is having an extension put on his house. And I happen to know for a fact that he is expecting a concrete truck this morning to pour five metric tonnes of concrete into a hole in his backyard.’

‘Yes,’ said the children, wondering where this could possibly be going.

‘So I was thinking,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘I’m sure the truck driver would have a tonne or two of concrete to spare. And I’m sure I could persuade him to give it to us in exchange for a slice of my chocolate fondue cake.’ (A chocolate cake dipped in hot molten chocolate.)

‘But what would you do with two tonnes of concrete?’ asked Samantha.

‘Pour it on your Father’s bedroom floor, of course,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Then get us all rollerskates and turn his bedroom into a roller disco!’

‘That’s a wonderful idea!’ exclaimed Boris. ‘I love rollerskating.’

‘But what about all the furniture in Father’s room?’ asked Samantha.

‘We could give it to charity,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘although it seems awfully cruel to the poor people to give them such ugly furniture. No, I think it would be much kinder to make the poor people a cake and burn the furniture.’

‘Are you sure we’d get away with it?’ worried Samantha.

‘What’s to stop us?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘With your father gone, now we can do anything!’

At that moment, the telephone rang.

‘Who could be calling at this hour?’ asked Derrick.

‘Perhaps someone has heard we’re having a roller disco and they want to come,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘You only thought up the roller disco two seconds ago,’ said Michael.

‘But it’s such a good idea,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I’m sure it must have occurred to other people that it is the only reasonable thing we could do with your father’s empty bedroom.’

BRING BRING.

‘Perhaps we should answer the phone,’ suggested Derrick.

Nanny Piggins sighed. ‘I suppose so, but unless it is a rich chocolate philanthropist who wants to give me a huge bar of chocolate for no good reason, I can’t talk to them. I have too much work to do this morning. I’ve got workmen to bribe and rollerskates to oil.’

Michael left the room to answer the phone. He came running back a few seconds later.

‘Do they want to know a convenient time when we will be home for the chocolate delivery?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘It’s not a chocolate delivery man,’ said Michael.

‘Oh, how disappointing,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘It’s Father,’ said Michael.

‘Oh dear,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘And everything had been going so well this morning.’

‘He wants to talk to you,’ said Michael.

‘Why?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘He never wanted to talk to me when he lived here.’

‘He’s very adamant,’ said Michael. ‘He doesn’t sound happy.’

‘Your father never sounds happy,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘except that time he cut his finger on the potato peeler and thought he was going to make a fortune from suing the potato peeler company.’

‘Can you come and talk to him?’ asked Michael. ‘I don’t mind when he yells at me over the phone, but he’s just started sobbing and that’s so depressing.’

‘All right,’ agreed Nanny Piggins.

She went out into the hall to speak on the phone and the others followed her to listen to her side of the conversation.

‘Yes, what is it?’ she began. ‘Hmm . . . A-huh . . . Oh dear . . . Yes, I understand . . . Yes, I understand . . . Yes, I understand.’

Unfortunately the children could not understand because this one-sided conversation was too cryptic for them. (And Boris was not trying to understand because he was busily licking the insides of a jar of honey.)

‘Now, Mr Green,’ said Nanny Piggins, using her firm voice. ‘I want you to stop crying. Stop crying . . . I’m not going to talk to you until you stop crying . . . That’s better. Now I know it’s hard to start a new job. Have you tried making friends? . . . You smile at people and say, “Will you be my friend?” . . . All right . . . Okay . . . I’ll be there as soon as possible.’

Nanny Piggins hung up the phone.

‘What’s happening?’ asked Samantha.

‘Apparently your father is not enjoying his new job,’ explained Nanny Piggins.

‘But he never enjoys anything,’ said Samantha.

‘I pointed that out,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘but he says in this job, they are actually torturing him and forcing him to work in inhumane conditions.’

‘Really?’ asked Derrick.

‘That’s what he says,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘He has begged me to come and rescue him.’

‘Are you going to do it?’ asked Michael.

‘Well my instinct was to say “No”,’ admitted Nanny Piggins, ‘but when I was in my hour of need, having run away from the circus one rainy night, with nowhere to go, and no umbrella to hold over the lovely suede shoes I was wearing, it was your father who took me in.’

‘But not because he was nice,’ said Michael. ‘Because you agreed to work for him for ten cents an hour.’

‘Nevertheless,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘now that it’s his hour of need I can’t abandon him. If he wants to be rescued, then rescued he shall be.’

‘Awww,’ said the children, ‘but what about the roller disco?’

Nanny Piggins looked at her watch. ‘Well, I said I’d rescue him but I didn’t say I’d rescue him straight-away. I’m sure we can squeeze in some major house renovations and a roller disco party first.’
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And so after a few short hours of pouring concrete, installing a disco ball, burning Mr Green’s furniture and dancing on rollerskates, Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children set out for the airport.

Fortunately they did not have to wait long for a flight. Nanny Piggins managed to convince a charter flight load of tourists heading to Marrakesh that Vanuatu was in fact a much nicer place to go. Then once the flight plan was resubmitted, Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children hitched a lift with them.

They had a wonderful time on the flight. It was an old plane and the in-flight entertainment system failed thirty minutes into the journey. So Nanny Piggins and Boris leapt up and acted out the rest of the movie for all the passengers’ entertainment. Nanny Piggins had never seen Gandhi before, but she had no problem improvising the rest of the storyline. In fact her version had a much happier ending than the real movie because in her story it ended with Gandhi getting married to a princess and opening a thousand chocolate factories across India so no-one would ever go hungry again.

When they landed in Port Vila, Derrick consulted a map to work out where they could find their father’s office. He’d just found the street address when Nanny Piggins came running over.

‘Quick!’ she called urgently. ‘Come with me!’

‘You’ve found Father already?’ asked Michael.

‘Something much, much more important,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘There’s no time to explain. You have to come with me now!’

The children grabbed their bags and ran with their nanny across the tarmac of the airport.

‘Where are we running to?’ asked Michael. He disliked random running, whereas running after an ice-cream van or to a sweet shop was always worth the effort.

‘We have to catch this plane,’ said Nanny Piggins.

They rounded a hangar to see a small propeller plane.

‘We’re catching another plane?’ asked Samantha.

‘Why?’ asked Derrick. ‘Father’s office is just a few kilometres into town.’

‘Something urgent has come up. We have to make a diversion,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Quick, get in.’

The children and Boris got into the plane.

‘What’s going on?’ asked Derrick.

‘Where are we going?’ asked Michael.

‘More importantly,’ said Samantha, who had noticed something much more crucial, ‘where’s the pilot?’

‘I’m the pilot,’ said Nanny Piggins as she jumped into the front seat and turned on the engine.

‘I want to stay here,’ wailed Samantha as she lunged for the cabin door.

‘Pish,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘You’ve flown with me in a space shuttle. A little six-seater plane is much less complicated.’

‘But a little six-seater plane flies much closer to the ground and mountains and other things we could crash into,’ said Samantha between breaths as she started to hyperventilate.

‘Do you have permission to use this plane?’ asked Derrick as they rolled out onto the runway.

‘Of course. I gave the owner a slice of chocolate cake I had in my handbag,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘and I promised to give him another slice just as delicious when I return the plane undamaged.’

‘What if you return the plane damaged?’ asked Michael, knowing his nanny and thinking this was the more realistic scenario.

‘Then I promised to give him two slices,’ said Nanny Piggins.

The plane was now shuddering down the runway, gaining speed.

‘But what about Father?’ asked Derrick. ‘He’s here in Port Vila. You promised to rescue him.’

‘I know,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘and I never break a promise, especially one to myself about eating more cake. So I’m not going to break my promise to your father. But I didn’t say when I was going to rescue him. And something much more important has come up.’

‘What?’ asked the children.

‘The yam harvest,’ said Nanny Piggins as she wrenched on the joystick and the plane swooped up into the air.

The sudden acceleration skyward made all the children and Boris feel like their stomachs had been left on the ground, so they spent the next few minutes searching the plane for sick bags, then struggling not to use them.

After that they could not ask Nanny Piggins any more questions because she was too busy talking to the control tower, specifically dictating her treacle tart recipe to placate them. The air traffic controller had been extremely cross that Nanny Piggins forgot to ask for permission to take-off. He only got to give instructions to half a dozen flights per day so he did not like to miss one.

‘Why do you think Nanny Piggins is flying us somewhere for the yam harvest?’ asked Derrick.

‘Perhaps she’s got some marshmallows she wants to use up,’ said Boris. ‘Yams are delicious when they’re baked with marshmallows and a little honey.’

‘Or perhaps she’s gone totally crazy and she’s going to fly out over the Pacific Ocean until we run out of fuel,’ said Michael.

‘I don’t think so,’ said Boris. ‘There aren’t any cake shops in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. Even if she were to go bonkers, Nanny Piggins would never stray too far from a good cake shop.’

The speculation soon ended when Nanny Piggins shoved the joystick and they lurched downward, plummeting to the ground. The children clutched their seats, although goodness knows why. Being attached to their seats would not save them if they ploughed into the ground at 500 kilometres per hour.

‘Shouldn’t you be bringing the plane into land at a more gentle angle?’ yelled Samantha, wanting to be supportive, but not wanting to die.

‘That’s the way some pilots do it, I suppose,’ yelled back Nanny Piggins, ‘but when you want to get where you’re going quickly, why faff about?’

The plane continued to spiral noseward to the ground until, at the last moment, Nanny Piggins yanked up the joystick, the plane pulled up horizontally and touched down gently on the island’s runway.

‘There, you see,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Perfect landing. I don’t know why people make such a fuss of airline pilots. Although I suppose it’s impressive that they can stomach all that airline food.’

‘Where are we?’ asked Derrick.

‘You haven’t brought us anywhere there are cannibals, have you?’ asked Boris. (Boris had borrowed a book from the library about Vanuatu, but he hadn’t realised it was a history book, not a guide book.)

‘Boris, you’re a bear,’ said Samantha kindly. ‘Even if there were still cannibals, they wouldn’t eat you.’

‘Why not?’ asked Boris, a tear beginning to well in his eye. ‘Don’t you think they’d like me?’

‘They wouldn’t dare eat such a good ballet dancer,’ said Derrick, helping his sister out of her social faux pas.

‘How lovely,’ said Boris, beginning to smile again. ‘It’s nice to know that even bloodthirsty man-eaters have an appreciation for the arts.’

‘Children, I have brought you here today for the most educational experience of your lives,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘I thought you said that learning to bake a chocolate cake was the most educational experience of our lives,’ said Derrick.

‘Then you said, learning how to break into the Slimbridge Cake Factory when you run out of cake ingredients was the most educational experience of our lives,’ said Samantha.

‘And then you said, learning how to plead with the Police Sergeant to let us off with a warning after we’d broken into the cake factory was the most educational experience of our lives,’ added Michael.

‘Yes, yes,’ agreed Nanny Piggins. ‘That was an extremely educational field trip I took you on last week. But what we are doing today is even better.’

‘Are there any more sick bags?’ asked Samantha. ‘I think I’m going to need one in a second.’

‘Today you’re all going to try bungy jumping!’ announced Nanny Piggins. ‘And not with modern elastic cords, but with genuine authentic jungle vines.’

Samantha filled her sick bag (admittedly only partly from horror – she was still recovering from the considerable turbulence of the journey).

‘What?’ asked Derrick. He actually had about ten thousand questions he would like to have asked, but this one word seemed to sum them all up nicely.

‘We’re on Pentecost Island,’ said Nanny Piggins happily, ‘and we’ve arrived just in time for the annual land-diving festival, where villagers jump off a ten-storey platform with vines tied around their feet because they believe it will ensure a good yam harvest. We’re at the birth place of bungy jumping. Aren’t you excited?!’

Now Michael and Derrick used Samantha’s sick bag.

After considerable persuading (including some sobbing), Samantha managed to get herself excused on the grounds that she was a girl and that only men did land-diving. Then Boris argued for his own exclusion on the grounds that he was a fully grown Kodiak bear who weighed 700 kilograms and he did not want to damage any of the villagers’ nice vines. (It was a rare thing indeed for Boris to admit to his true weight, but necessity overcame vanity on this occasion.) Derrick asked to be excused on the grounds that he really, really did not want to die, and Michael got out of it by forging himself an absence note while the others were all talking.

‘All right,’ said Nanny Piggins, shaking her head sadly, ‘if you want me to have all the fun and take all the limelight, I’ll be the only one to jump off a ten-storey temporary structure and fling myself headfirst at the ground.’

‘We don’t mind,’ the children assured her.

‘Enjoy your moment in the sun,’ said Boris encouragingly.
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When they reached the village on the southern edge of the island, the locals did not immediately allow Nanny Piggins to climb up the scaffolding and have a go, as she had expected. Several of them yelled at her and called her a ‘silly tourist’ and even more bravely ‘a silly pig’, until Nanny Piggins insisted on being taken to their leader (if she was going to start stomping on feet she wanted to start at the top). As soon as she met the Village Chief, things changed rapidly.

The children followed their nanny into the Chief’s hut, fully expecting to see her being patronised by an elderly man who did not want a tourist to make international news by jumping headfirst off his scaffolding and bashing her brains on the sand below. But as soon as Nanny Piggins entered the hut the most amazing thing happened. The Chief leapt to his feet and rushed over.

‘Are my eyes deceiving me?!’ exclaimed the Chief. ‘Is this a trick?! It can’t be you.’

‘I assure you I am me and have been all my life,’ said Nanny Piggins proudly.

‘I’m your biggest fan!’ exclaimed the Chief.

‘Really?’ asked Derrick. They knew their nanny was famous in nannying, cake-baking and circus circles, but they did not realise her fame had stretched to tiny Pacific islands.

‘You are Sarah Matahari Lorelai Piggins – the World’s Greatest Flying Pig!’ announced the Chief. ‘Can I please have your autograph?!’

‘Of course,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I had no idea that the chiefs of Vanuatu were so intelligent and well educated. It makes me ashamed I haven’t been here before.’

‘I saw you perform years ago when I went to an inter-chief governance conference in Fiji,’ said the Chief. ‘Your circus was doing a show and I saw you get blasted out of a cannon. You flew so far you ripped a hole in the tent and landed in a coconut tree on the next island.’

‘Oh yes,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I remember that. I only did it because there were three more performances to do that night and I heard there was a woman on the next island who had made a delicious vanilla slice.’

‘So have you come here to watch our land-diving?’ asked the Chief.

‘Watch? Ha!’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I’ve come to give it a go.’

‘Wonderful!’ said the Chief, clapping his hands together in delight. ‘That would be such an honour. I’m sure the World’s Greatest Flying Pig will also be the World’s Greatest Falling Pig.’

‘Thank you,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I like this man. He’s very charming.’

‘Come and see our scaffold,’ said the Chief. ‘We’ve built our tallest one ever this year. It’s 30 metres high.’

Unfortunately the mutual admiration drew to a close when Nanny Piggins stood next to the well in the central clearing and had a look at the Chief’s scaffold.

‘It is a very nice scaffold,’ said Nanny Piggins politely.

‘It’s certainly very high,’ said Derrick. It looked huge to him. Three times as high as the 10 metre diving board at their local pool and he would never dream of jumping off that either.

‘But I think you’ll find,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘that your platform is only 27.2 metres high.’

‘What?!’ exclaimed the Chief.

‘I’m sorry to break it to you,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘but I have a very good sense for these things. When you have fallen out of the sky as often as I have, you get a very precise gauge for heights.’

‘Oh no,’ said the Chief. ‘That’s terrible.’

‘It’s not so bad,’ said Nanny Piggins encouragingly. ‘It’s still very high. I’m really going to enjoy jumping off it.’

‘But you don’t understand,’ said the Chief. ‘The tower has to be 30 metres high – the higher the tower, the better the yam crop. That’s what my people believe. That’s the whole reason we do land-diving.’

‘I thought you did it because it was fun,’ said Derrick.

‘Are you out of your mind?’ said the Chief. ‘There’s nothing fun about plummeting to the ground at terminal velocity before having your legs half ripped out of their sockets. We only do it because we’re hungry and we want to make sure we have lots of food to see us through the winter.’

‘And 27.2 metres won’t cut it?’ asked Boris.

‘Our tower was 27 metres tall last year,’ said the Chief sadly. ‘We had plenty of yams at first, but the last couple of months of winter we were yamless. All we had to live off was the fish we caught in the sea.’

‘Ugh,’ shuddered Nanny Piggins. ‘What a dreadful story – having to live off fish when you could be eating deliciously sweet baked yams. That is the saddest thing I have ever heard.’

‘Sadder than that story you saw on the news about the chocolate factory in Bangladesh burning down?’ asked Michael.

Nanny Piggins sobbed. ‘All right, nothing is sadder than that. But this fish story is pretty terrible too.’

‘The tragedy is that we had plenty of marshmallows but no-one knew any good marshmallow and fish recipes,’ said the Chief.

‘Stop,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Don’t go on, you’re going to break my heart. I cannot allow another tragedy to unfold. Don’t worry, I will save your village.’

‘What are you going to do?’ asked Derrick. ‘Build an extension on their tower?’

‘No,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I have a much better idea about how I can do the highest land-dive ever!’
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Nanny Piggins borrowed a hand axe from the Chief, told the children to enjoy themselves on the beach and set to work. When she had not returned by dinnertime the children were concerned. It was not like their nanny to miss meals. But they knew from experience that she usually sewed chocolate bars into the hem of her dresses, so she was unlikely to starve. They were awoken the next morning by the sound of Nanny Piggins standing in the middle of the village calling, ‘Come on, sleepyheads, time to wake up and be amazed.’

The children stumbled out to see their nanny standing next to a new scaffolding, exactly the same height as the one made by the villagers.

‘Wow!’ said Michael.

‘That’s an exact replica of the other scaffold,’ said Derrick.

‘I know,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I have a photographic memory for tall structures. The first time I went to Paris I only had to see the Eiffel Tower once and I was able to make an exact replica out of iceblock sticks.’

‘Don’t you mean a scale replica?’ asked Samantha.

‘No, it was life-size,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘It took a lot of sticks but I really like eating iceblocks.’

‘But why make an exact replica of the existing scaffold?’ asked the Chief. ‘If the first one wasn’t tall enough, what is the advantage of having two?’

‘You have to think laterally,’ said Nanny Piggins mysteriously.

‘What does “thinking laterally” mean?’ asked Boris.

‘Don’t stop and try to figure it out,’ advised Michael. ‘You’ll just miss the next confusing thing she says.’

‘To ensure a good yam harvest, the key is not the height of the scaffold, it is the depth of the drop, correct?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘That’s right,’ agreed the Chief.

‘And what goes down must first go up,’ continued Nanny Piggins. ‘So instead of jumping off the scaffold I’m going to use the scaffold to fire myself up into the sky!’

‘How?’ asked Derrick. ‘You didn’t bring a cannon with you, did you?’

‘No, they never let you take one on the plane in your hand luggage,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘no matter how much you yell at them.’

‘Then how are you going to fire yourself into the sky?’ asked Michael.

‘By using the two scaffolds as a giant slingshot,’ announced Nanny Piggins. ‘You’ll see I’ve rigged the bungy vines between the two towers.’

‘That’s crazy!’ said the Chief, ‘and I know crazy, I’m Chief of the bungy people.’

‘Pish!’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘It’s a mere trifle to a trained circus pig such as myself.’

‘I don’t think I can let you do this,’ said the Chief. ‘It sounds incredibly dangerous.’

Nanny Piggins laughed. ‘Chief, I hold you in the highest regard. Any man who is prepared to plummet to the ground in the name of food is a hero to me. But in this matter there is no “let” about it. There’s no way you can stop me slingshotting myself.’

‘She’s right,’ said Derrick.

‘It’s impossible to stop Nanny Piggins once she sets her mind to something,’ agreed Michael.

‘Unless you have a very large amount of chocolate,’ said Boris. ‘Then you might be able to delay her for a while.’

‘I don’t,’ admitted the Chief sadly.

So a short time later, Derrick, Samantha and Michael were watching their nanny as she climbed the scaffold.

‘Of all the crazy death-defying things Nanny Piggins has ever done, I think this is the craziest and most death-defying,’ said Michael.

‘Yes,’ agreed Derrick. ‘It’s even crazier and more dangerous than the time she tried to eat the ice-cream from a moving ice-cream van.’

‘Or tried to eat the cake out of the oven without turning the oven off first,’ added Samantha.

‘Or tried to leap onto the back of a moving sugar truck when she saw it passing under a bridge,’ added Michael.

Nanny Piggins was now hanging upside down, her legs wrapped around the vine as she made her way, hand over hand, out to the middle.

‘It’s not too late to change your mind!’ Samantha yelled up to her.

‘Never!’ declared Nanny Piggins (her voice sounding faint because of the great distance). ‘I have to do this. Not for me. But for the yams!’ Nanny Piggins let her legs hang down. ‘Boris, grab hold of my ankles!’

‘How?’ asked Boris as he looked up at Nanny Piggins dangling fifteen metres above his head.

‘Jump,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘I can’t jump that high,’ protested Boris.

‘There’s a honey sandwich tucked in my sock,’ called Nanny Piggins.

Boris launched himself upwards, grabbed Nanny Piggins’ ankle, found the sandwich and ate it. Now he was holding her ankle, his weight had dragged her down to just six metres off the ground.

‘Chief, I don’t suppose your men could lend a hand?’ asked Nanny Piggins.
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After all the able-bodied men and a few of the heavier women were hanging off Boris’ legs, they just managed to pull Nanny Piggins down far enough so she was brushing the sandy ground.

‘I think we’re ready to attempt a launch,’ announced Nanny Piggins. ‘On the count of three I want you all to let go. And if you’re directly underneath Boris, make sure you let go and run. Don’t let my brother fall on top of you. Margot Fonteyn did once and she never danced the same again.’

‘It wasn’t my fault,’ said Boris defensively. ‘She was seventy-two at the time. Her bones were brittle.’

‘Let’s do this,’ began Nanny Piggins. ‘One . . . two . . . three – GO!!!’

Boris and the villagers let go, all collapsing in a heap on the ground, and Nanny Piggins was launched. The vine whipped a hundred metres in the air and at its peak Nanny Piggins released, continuing to soar upwards.

‘Wow!’ said Samantha. Even a worrywart can appreciate true poetry in motion.

‘That pig can fly!’ marvelled the Chief.

‘She must be 200 metres in the air and climbing,’ said Boris.

‘We are going to have so many yams,’ said the Chief.

‘Oh dear,’ said Derrick. ‘I’ve just realised the flaw in Nanny Piggins’ plan!’

‘What flaw?’ asked Samantha.

‘She let go of the vines, so there’s nothing to stop her hitting the ground!’ said Derrick.

‘Oh no,’ said the Chief. ‘The World’s Greatest Flying Pig is going to meet her end right here in my village. I’m going to be the laughing stock of the next inter-chief conference.’

‘Ha!’ scoffed Boris, surprising everyone because he was usually busy weeping when his sister engaged in one of her near-death experiences. ‘You underestimate my sister. You don’t get to be the World’s Greatest Flying Pig without knowing a thing or two about landing.’

‘Here she comes,’ said Michael, as he watched her flight peak at 600 metres before starting to drop. ‘She’s falling.’

‘What do you mean?’ asked Samantha. ‘It doesn’t matter how much she knows about landing. She has shot directly upwards, so she has to fall directly down. We’re too far from the sea, the water won’t break her fall.’

‘Besides,’ said the Chief, ‘falling over water is cheating. It only helps the yams if you fall over land – that’s why they call it land-diving.’

‘Nanny Piggins knows what she’s doing,’ said Boris.

And he was proved correct. His sister did plummet to the ground at a frightening speed but she did not hit the ground, she kept falling – precisely into the one-metre-wide well in the middle of the village.

WHOOMPH!

‘I don’t believe it,’ said Samantha. ‘How did she manage to hit the well?’

‘And why wasn’t there a splash?’ wondered Derrick.

They all rushed over to see if Nanny Piggins was alive.

‘Are you all right in there?’ Michael called down.

‘Absolutely fine,’ called Nanny Piggins. ‘I filled the well with marshmallows last night. They made for a lovely soft landing, mmm-mm – delicious too!’

Everyone cheered.

‘I told you Nanny Piggins knew what she was doing,’ said Boris proudly.

‘But does it help the yams?’ asked Derrick. ‘She did land on marshmallows.’

The Chief considered this. ‘Yes, but the marshmallows were on land, so I think it counts. Plus the well is 15 metres deep, so she fell 615 metres, which means we are going to have the biggest yam crop ever!’
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The village threw quite the party that night. Admittedly the food consisted mainly of marshmallows, because it was still a few weeks until yam harvesting time, but there was lots of dancing and mango juice, and of course Nanny Piggins managed to find a few chocolate cakes in her luggage, so everyone had a marvellous time.

Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children were sad the next morning when they had to say goodbye.

‘Are you sure you won’t stay?’ asked the Chief.

‘I’m afraid Mr Green has to be rescued, and I really should get on with it,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘But if you ever have another yam shortage, just call me and I’ll pop back for a visit. And I’ll bring a cannon next time.’
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All right, I suppose we have to do this,’ said Nanny Piggins with a sigh.

Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children were standing outside an unimpressive concrete-clad building in downtown Port Vila. According to their directions, Mr Green’s office was inside.

‘We could always leave him here and hire a Mr Green impersonator to come and live in the house with us,’ suggested Boris.

‘Excellent idea!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘We wouldn’t even need to hire anyone. You’re a brilliant actor, you could impersonate Mr Green.’

‘But Boris is a ten-foot-tall bear,’ Michael pointed out.

‘Pish!’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘No-one who has ever met your father would be able to pick him out of a line-up. There’s something about him that makes you want to avoid looking at him directly. It’s as if his boringness could damage your retinas, unless you look at him through a tiny hole in a piece of paper.’

‘You have to rescue Father because you promised,’ said Samantha sternly, ‘and you know you are a pig who prides herself on keeping her word.’

‘Darn my deep-seated sense of integrity,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I blame my mother for bringing me up properly. If only she’d allowed me to be immoral, I would get so much more done in a day.’

‘You do have lapses of immorality when it comes to cake,’ Derrick observed.

‘True,’ agreed Nanny Piggins, ‘but that’s got nothing to do with morality. That’s just common sense. If someone is going to leave cake unattended in a locked factory behind nothing but a 12 foot high razor wire fence with movement-sensor technology and infra-red trip wires, then I think on an unconscious level they want me to steal it.’

‘So are we going to rescue Father?’ asked Samantha.

‘I guess so,’ said Nanny Piggins with a sigh.
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When they entered Mr Green’s office it was not what they were expecting. The concrete and breeze block exterior was vaguely prison-like. And from the tone of desperation in Mr Green’s phone call, Nanny Piggins had assumed he would be chained to his desk inside, or there would be someone standing over him with a stick, hitting him periodically to force him to violate the tax code faster. But Mr Green’s office was nothing like that. It was a beautiful big room with Melanesian decorations on the walls, reed floor mats and a huge picture window with a spectacular view of the tropical harbour. The only thing that Nanny Piggins had imagined accurately was the vision of Mr Green sitting at his desk weeping.

‘Thank goodness you’re here,’ sobbed Mr Green. ‘I couldn’t bear the strain any longer.’

‘Have they been hitting you?’ asked Derrick.

‘Have they been yelling at you?’ asked Samantha.

‘Have they been forcing you to eat vegetables?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘No, it’s all far worse,’ said Mr Green, waving his hand vaguely at the office. ‘Look at the conditions they expect me to work in.’

They all looked about at the beautiful, spacious, sun-drenched office.

‘It looks lovely,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Exactly!’ sobbed Mr Green. ‘How can I get anything done?!’

A woman poked her head round the door. ‘Iced tea, Mr Green?’

Mr Green wailed louder. ‘Did you hear that? Iced tea! I didn’t even have to yell at someone to get it. They’re offering to bring it to me! It’s like a form of torture.’

‘What are you talking about?’ asked Derrick.

‘I’m not allowed to eat my sandwich at my desk,’ complained Mr Green. ‘They expect me to go out for lunch! At a restaurant! With French cuisine. And at the end of the day a security guard comes around and locks the door. And I have to go home, and stop working.’

‘Shocking,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘And you should see the house they’ve given me.’ Mr Green completely broke down at this point. ‘It’s a beach house. I can hear the lapping of the waves from every room.’

‘Now, Mr Green, just so we can understand fully,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘What exactly is wrong with all those things? They sound lovely to me.’

‘I don’t want lovely,’ said Mr Green. ‘I want to work hard – harder than everybody else, so that I win and know that I’m better than everyone. And the only way I can do that is in my nice quiet basement office, with no windows or sunshine or iced drinks with little umbrellas to distract me.’

‘Why?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘Are you worried that if you let your guard down, you might accidentally wind up being happy.’

‘But my basement office, my paperwork and my stale sandwiches are what makes me happy,’ said Mr Green. ‘I miss them.’ He broke down again.

‘But Father,’ said Derrick, ‘if you don’t want to be here why don’t you just come home. You’re a grown man. They aren’t holding you hostage. You could leave.’

‘But they are holding me hostage!’ protested Mr Green. ‘They took my passport.’

‘They found out how morally bankrupt you are and they’re keeping you under lock and key?’ guessed Nanny Piggins.

‘No, I’m a hero,’ said Mr Green, starting to cry again. ‘They are forcing me to stay because they love me.’

‘But that doesn’t make any sense,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Have you been hiring a Mr Green impersonator to pretend to be you?’

‘When I arrived and began going through the paperwork,’ explained Mr Green, ‘I discovered a massive fraud. A foreign investor had embezzled millions from the government and hidden it in an offshore caviar trading scheme. I exposed it all and recouped millions for the country. The President says I’m a national treasure.’

‘Wow!’ exclaimed Samantha, impressed by her father for the first time ever in her life.

‘It was money for schools, libraries and hospital renovations,’ continued Mr Green. ‘Returning it affected the lives of everyone in the country, and they’re all so grateful.’

He began sobbing again here.

‘But Father,’ said Derrick, ‘that’s wonderful. You should be so proud. We’re proud.’

‘We didn’t know you had it in you,’ marvelled Michael.

‘You don’t understand,’ said Mr Green. ‘The only reason I found the fraud was because I was the one who had arranged it years ago on behalf of a previous client.’

‘So you were only returning money you had embezzled?’ asked Derrick.

‘It’s not called embezzlement when a lawyer does it,’ snapped Mr Green. ‘It is called identifying areas for flexibility within the tax code.’

‘It’s still stealing money that isn’t yours,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Yes, but when you’re doing it for a client that’s not a bad thing,’ said Mr Green. ‘It just shows I believe in providing good customer service.’

‘It would be fitting punishment to leave you here,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘You have been very naughty.’

‘I know,’ agreed Mr Green.

‘But it would not be fair on the people of Vanuatu,’ continued Nanny Piggins. ‘They might love you now, but you would be sure to poison them with your spendthrift ways and misery-guttishness.’

‘But how are we going to get him home if the whole country wants him to stay here?’ asked Samantha.

‘If they won’t let your father leave, we’ll just have to sneak him out,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I’m good at being sneaky, having worked with the Ringmaster for all those years.’

They all stood back and looked at Mr Green, imagining ways they could get him past border security.

‘You could bake him into a cake!’ suggested Michael.

‘Or strap him into some scuba gear and submerge him in a giant crème brûlée?’ suggested Samantha.

‘Or roll him up in a giant sponge cake and tell people he’s a Swiss roll?’ added Derrick.

‘They’re all good ideas,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘but this is your father we’re talking about. It would be unfair to a dessert to taint its beautiful flavour with his body odour.’

‘Can you taste body odour?’ asked Michael.

‘Do you honestly want to find out?’ asked Nanny Piggins.

‘No,’ shuddered all three children.

‘No, I had a simpler idea,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Children, I need you to fetch me some sticky tape, string and brown paper. And Mr Green, I need you to go out and buy a brand new refrigerator, a large one.’
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It turns out that Nanny Piggins’ idea was to take the refrigerator out of the box and throw it away (actually, she gave it to the local orphanage on the condition that they promised to fill it with chocolate cakes for the children). Then she put Mr Green into the refrigerator box with a couple of dozen sandwiches, a thermos of tea and a few airholes, and taped the box shut.

‘Nanny Piggins, is there a reason why you have taped Father up in a box?’ asked Samantha. ‘Or did you just do it so we can have some peace and quiet while we figure out how we’re going to get him home?’

‘This is how we’re going to get him home,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘We’ve turned him into a giant parcel. Now we’ll just pop him in the post.’

‘Are you sure that’ll work?’ asked Michael.

‘I don’t see why not,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘The post office delivers millions of insignificant letters and bills every day. It’s about time they delivered something worthwhile and earned their postage stamps.’

The first problem occurred when they arrived at the red mailbox in the street. It soon became clear that the large refrigerator box was too big to go in. Even with Boris and Nanny Piggins shoving as hard as they could, it refused to fit through the letter flap.

So they had to take their giant parcel to the actual post office. Nanny Piggins usually detested the post office and the children tried to keep her from entering one. It always ended with her standing on the counter denouncing all the postal workers for their rudeness, accusing them of poking holes in parcels to see if they wanted to steal what was inside, and shaming them for the greatest inhumanity of all – forcing people to queue up in winding, serpentine lines. But the post office in Vanuatu was pleasantly laid back. Nanny Piggins was easily able to persuade the lady at the counter that a five-vatu postage stamp was enough postage (by bribing her with a chocolate biscuit).

Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children left the post office thinking their plan had been a brilliant success. But they had not counted on the anti-brilliance of Mr Green. He would have made his escape if he had been able to stop himself complaining for five minutes. But this was something he could not do.

The lady at the counter wondered why the large parcel sitting behind her kept complaining about the heat, or its sandwiches, or the excess of sugar in its tea. But she was an amiable person, so when the giant parcel asked for a copy of the Economic Times to be squeezed in through its airhole, she obliged. It was only when Mr Green loudly exclaimed ‘Ow!’ and told her off for jamming the newspaper in his ear that she pressed her eye up to the airhole. When she spied Mr Green, the county’s great hero, cowering at the bottom of the box, she first asked for his autograph, then on reflection realised her whole family would like his autograph, so cut him out of the box and drove him out to her village where he was forced to endure a delicious twelve-course Melanesian feast.

The next day Nanny Piggins made another attempt to sneak Mr Green out of the country. She took him to the airport and tried to book him onto a flight by disguising him using a fake moustache (which she had made from a strip of fur she snipped off Boris’ bottom while he was sleeping).

Things went well at first. They got magazines and snacks for the plane. But as soon as Mr Green approached the check-in desk, the staff became suspicious.

‘You have a Russian passport,’ said the check-in lady.

‘Yes,’ said Mr Green. ‘What’s your point?’

‘It also says you are a ten-foot-tall bear,’ said the check-in lady.

‘I look different in different light,’ said Mr Green.

‘And that you have blue eyes, the same blue as a Swiss lake,’ continued the check-in lady.

‘It does not say that on my passport!’ denounced Mr Green.

‘Yes it does,’ said the check-in lady, showing him the passport.

‘This is outrageous,’ spluttered Mr Green. ‘If I say I am a ten-foot-tall Russian bear with blue eyes, then I am a ten-foot-tall Russian bear with blue eyes. It’s none of your business. I demand to be allowed on the plane.’

A crowd had gathered around him. People were pointing and muttering.

‘It’s you, isn’t it?’ said the check-in lady. ‘The hero of the people. The great one!’

Half an hour later, after the police had escorted Mr Green back to his luxury villa, they all sat around the kitchen table wondering what to do next.

‘It’s not fair,’ wailed Mr Green. ‘Why does everyone have to love me!’

‘You could always do something dreadful,’ suggested Derrick, ‘like push someone under a falling anvil.’

‘No,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Unless he does it to himself, I can’t condone that.’

‘You could be really bad at your job and wait to get fired,’ suggested Samantha.

‘That would take forever,’ said Mr Green. ‘This is the tropics. No-one expects you to work when it’s a nice warm day, perfect for going to the beach. And every day is a nice warm day, perfect for going to the beach. No, the President has decreed that I am a national hero, and I must stay for the full term of my contract.’

‘Then there is nothing for it then,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I shall have to take this to the top.’

‘Mount Everest?’ asked Boris.

‘No, the President,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I’ll have to see him and demand that he let you go.’

‘Hah!’ scoffed Mr Green. ‘Why would the President see you? You’re just a nanny.’

Everyone turned and looked at him.

‘How can you have lived with Nanny Piggins as long as you have and still think that?’ marvelled Samantha.

‘Don’t be angry with him,’ said Nanny Piggins, shaking her head sadly. ‘It’s not his fault he’s a little slow. He is just a lawyer.’

[image: common.png]

To give her credit, Nanny Piggins did try asking for an appointment with the President the official way, by ringing up his diary secretary and being very polite. But after being very politely told that childcare workers were not given appointments with the most important man in the country, no matter how good they were at being blasted out of a cannon, Nanny Piggins decided to take matters into her own hands.

Nanny Piggins went down to the President’s office, snuck up behind his receptionist, grabbed him about the neck and held a slice of mud cake over his mouth. She had seen a movie the previous week where an international super-spy did the same thing but with a chloroform-soaked rag. Now, to sneak up behind someone and hold a smelly rag over their nose seemed horribly violent to Nanny Piggins. But to sneak up behind someone and hold a delicious cake over their mouth seemed like a lovely act of friendship. One lick and they would give in to her immediately. And of course she was right.

After she had subdued the receptionist, Nanny Piggins just needed to do the same thing to three security guards, two secretaries, a janitor and a cabinet minister before she was in. It actually took longer than she expected because two of the security guards and the cabinet minister all chased after her, begging to be subdued again with a second slice.

When she burst into the President’s office, Nanny Piggins found him sitting at his desk. Well, to be strictly accurate he was more slumping, because he was in the middle of his mid-morning nap.

‘Mr President!’ called Nanny Piggins.

‘Urgh!’ exclaimed the President as he awoke with a start.

‘I demand that you allow Mr Green to return home immediately!’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘Who?’ asked the President.

‘Mr Green, Mr Lysander Green, the tax lawyer,’ explained Nanny Piggins.

‘Oh, the Great Mr Green,’ said the President.

Nanny Piggins shuddered. ‘As the World’s Greatest Flying Pig, it offends me to hear the word ‘great’ used in the same sentence as the name Mr Green, but as a courtesy to your high office I shall allow that to pass for now. Yes, I want Mr Green back. He is unhappy here and his constant complaints are an irritant to me and his children.’

‘Oh no, I’m sorry, you can’t have him,’ said the President. ‘Vanuatu is his motherland now. If the children miss their father why don’t you all come and live here too?’

‘Hmm, that is tempting,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Hey, wait a minute! How dare you try to seduce me with your wonderful lifestyle. I have come to rescue Mr Green and you are not going to distract me from my task.’

‘I’m President and I say you’re not, so there!’ said the President, standing up, which just goes to show how strongly he felt because when you are overweight and humidity is above eighty per cent, then getting to your feet is no small feat.

‘We’ll see about that,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘You’ve forced my hand, so I will force yours.’

‘Are you threatening me with physical violence?’ asked the President.

‘No, with something far more powerful,’ said Nanny Piggins before turning on her heel and storming out of the building (again, holding mud cake over the security guards’ faces on her way past, because they begged her to).

‘But how are you going to change the President’s mind?’ asked Derrick. ‘I mean, it seems obvious to us that Father is not a wonderful person, but a vile and cowardly bottom-feeder, no offense.’

‘None taken,’ said Mr Green. ‘It would be unprofessional for a tax lawyer to be anything less.’

‘But the people here seem convinced otherwise,’ said Derrick.

‘Oh, I’m not going to argue with the President,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Arguing almost never works. It just makes your throat sore from all the yelling, and your fingers sore from trying to bang the other person’s head against the wall.’

‘So what are you going to do?’ asked Michael.

‘I’m going to bewitch him,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I’m going to appeal to his baser instincts.’

‘How?’ asked Samantha.

‘The Dance of the Seven Cakes,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘No!’ gasped Boris.

‘I have to,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘But last time you did that dance, every man in the room fell deeply in love with you,’ said Boris.

‘I know,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘And there were 900 men in the room,’ said Boris.

‘It’s a powerful dance,’ agreed Nanny Piggins.

‘You’re going to seduce the President!’ exclaimed Samantha. ‘But he’s a married man.’

‘No, no, no,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I’m not going to seduce him. I’m no marriage wrecker. The seven cakes are going to seduce him.’

‘They are really good cakes,’ added Boris.

‘No man can resist them,’ added Nanny Piggins. ‘And once I have the President in my cakey thrall I will force him to give me Mr Green’s passport and allow him to leave the country.’

‘Brilliant,’ said Boris. He was a very encouraging brother.

‘Hogwash!’ exclaimed Mr Green, who was a very ungrateful man.

‘It doesn’t sound like it should work,’ agreed Samantha, ‘but almost everything Nanny Piggins tries does.’
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The following night there was a special event to welcome the Queen Alexandra, a huge cruise ship that had docked in the harbour that morning. Lots of wealthy tourists had disembarked and spent the day spending money, so the President himself was hosting a magnificent feast.

The decorations were spectacular and the food was delicious. Somehow the local people managed to even get fish to taste good. Their trick was to bury the fish in a hole with hot coals and leave it there a long time, before taking it out and tipping a bucket of cream over it (the French influence on the local cuisine).

Boris, Derrick, Samantha and Michael were all at the feast because the Great Mr Green could take as many guests as he wanted. But Nanny Piggins was strangely absent.

‘Do you know what she’s up to?’ Derrick asked Boris as he tucked into fifth helpings of dessert.

‘I’m not sure,’ said Boris, ‘but I did catch her eyeing that ceremonial cannon they have down at the docks for saluting passing ships.’

‘Perhaps she’s planning to fire Father out to sea,’ suggested Michael.

‘What!’ exclaimed Mr Green, looking up from his bowl of ice-cream and puffing out his chest, ready to be outraged. ‘How dare –’

But he was suddenly silenced by a deafening cannon blast.

BOOM!

The astonished crowd looked up to see a pig sail through the air at missile speed and crash into the top of the marquee, bounce off and land right in a huge creamy trifle in the middle of the dessert table.

‘Mmm, delicious,’ said Nanny Piggins as she stood up and licked the cream from her face. ‘Now that I have your attention, I have something to show you.’ She scraped the cream away from her outfit, and the crowd was shocked to see the most spectacular sight – the world’s most glamorous flying pig wearing seven large cakes.

There was a collective intake of breath. Never had they seen a pig or seven cakes that looked so beautiful.

‘What do you want?’ demanded the President, struggling to his feet. ‘Why do you come here and interrupt our celebrations? I have already told you – you may not take back the Great Mr Green.’

‘We’ll see,’ said Nanny Piggins provocatively, ‘if you feel the same way after you have seen my dance and eaten my cake.’

The music started up. (Fortunately Boris had had the foresight to pack a piano accordion in his suitcase. With a sister like Nanny Piggins he never knew when he would be called upon to play provocative accordion music.)

Nanny Piggins began to dance. It was like watching a snake hypnotise its prey. She wiggled, sashayed and shimmied, all while showing off her greatest assets – her cakes. First she would dance right up to the President and flaunt her lemon drizzle under his nose; next she would tease him with her chocolate mud; then just as the drool spilled from his mouth she’d whip out her coconut cream cake and make his mouth water. The dance went on for a full fifty minutes. Nanny Piggins held her audience completely riveted. By the time she was finished the whole crowd was begging and pleading for just one taste, one mouthful of her delicious wares. Nanny Piggins stood panting in triumph, the seven cakes laid out in a line before her.

‘Well, Mr President, what do you say?’ she asked. ‘If you give me Mr Green, I will give you all seven of these cakes.’

The crowd started yelling. ‘Take it!’, ‘Do as she asks!’ and ‘Give me a bite!’

The President held up his hand for silence.

‘You are a dangerous woman, Nanny Piggins,’ said the President.

‘Thank you,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘But I will not give you what you ask for,’ he continued.

‘Nooo!’ called the crowd. ‘We want the cake!’ ‘Make Nanny Piggins President!’

The President held up his hand for silence again.

‘You have truly tempted me with your cakes. I have never in my life smelled finer baked goods, and I once took a totally unjustified three-month junket to Paris where I did nothing but eat cake three meals a day, so I know,’ continued the President. ‘But you have forgotten one thing.’

‘Really,’ said Nanny Piggins, checking the back of her trotter. ‘Usually I write myself a note on the back of my trotter if I think I’m going to forget something.’

‘You have forgotten,’ continued the President, ‘that I am the President. As such I can eat my cake and have my national hero too.’

‘What?’ said Nanny Piggins, struggling to understand.

‘Bring me the cake!’ ordered the President. Several public servants rushed forward, scooped up the cakes and took it to their President. ‘Police, escort Mr Green back to his luxury villa! He is not going anywhere.’

Nanny Piggins was dumbfounded. She knew she should be biting someone’s shins but she didn’t know where to start. ‘I have travelled around the world 17 times, which is 16 times more than I wanted to, and in all that time I have never met such an immoral cake lover. How could you do this to a fellow devotee of cake?’

The President looked ashamed. ‘You are right, but I am a President. I have to put my people first.’
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Back at the luxury villa, Nanny Piggins, Boris, Mr Green and the children sat around the kitchen table, feeling despondent.

‘What a blow,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘It’s not so much that I mind about not rescuing your father . . .’

‘Hey! I’m sitting right here,’ complained Mr Green.

‘It’s the getting thwarted,’ continued Nanny Piggins. ‘I’m not used to getting thwarted.’

‘You would think it would be easier to smuggle someone off an island,’ said Boris. ‘Pirates used to smuggle things off islands all the time. And they wore eye-patches so they didn’t even have depth perception.’

Nanny Piggins leapt up and kissed Boris.

‘You’ve just given me a brilliant idea!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins.

‘I have?’ asked Boris. ‘That’s nice. I like it when I’m brilliant without even knowing it.’

‘All I need is a coconut bra, a red wig, a lot of sticky tape and a bed sheet,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I wonder if they have an all-night haberdasher in this town.’

‘Do they have an all-night haberdasher in any town?’ asked Derrick.

‘Never mind,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I’ll hunt down what I need.’ With which Nanny Piggins leapt out the window and ran off into the night.

‘What do you think she’s doing?’ asked Samantha.

‘Knowing my sister,’ said Boris, ‘she’s probably gone to the President’s house to get her cakes back.’
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When the children and Boris woke up the following morning, Nanny Piggins was nowhere to be found. Mr Green was missing too. But there was a note on the kitchen table.

Meet me at the docks at midday.

Love,

NP

When they arrived, there was a crowd gathered to see the Queen Alexandra set sail. Nanny Piggins was standing at the front, looking smug.

‘What have you done?’ asked Samantha.

‘You’ll see,’ said Nanny Piggins with a smile.

‘Where’s Father?’ asked Derrick.

‘All in good time,’ said Nanny Piggins mysteriously.

The crowd started to buzz. The President’s car had pulled up. The band launched into the Vanuatu national anthem as the President got out and made his way over to the ceremonial area. He stopped when he came face-to-face with Nanny Piggins.

‘What are you doing here?’ demanded the President.

‘Nothing,’ said Nanny Piggins, with the exaggerated innocence only assumed by the devious.

‘I hope you’re not going to try to help Mr Green escape anymore?’ asked the President.

‘Oh no,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I’ve finished with that.’

‘By the way,’ said the President, leaning in and whispering. ‘Those cakes last night were delicious.’

‘I know,’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘I don’t suppose I could interest you in a job?’ asked the President. ‘Cabinet Secretary in Charge of Cake Baking?’

The children held their breaths. They always knew the day would come when their nanny would be lured away by some spectacular career opportunity. And what could be better than living in the sun-drenched tropics and baking cake.

‘That is a very sweet offer,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘and I’m sure I would be very good at it. Fulfilling the cake needs of an entire nation would be rewarding. But I’m afraid I already have a much more important job – looking after these three children.’

The children started breathing again.

‘Why?’ asked the President. ‘Are they especially difficult to take care of?’

‘They are humans,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘so yes, I do have to spend a lot of time correcting the wrong things they learn at school.’

The President was ushered away to shake hands with the harbour master, the tourism minister and other important dignitaries. Then he took up his position by the ceremonial cannon on the dock.

‘Is that the cannon you blasted yourself out of last night?’ asked Michael.

‘Yes, she’s a beauty, isn’t she?’ said Nanny Piggins.

‘You haven’t stuffed Father in there have you?’ asked Samantha.

‘Goodness no,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘It wouldn’t be fair on such a lovely cannon. It’s high calibre but it’s not that high calibre.’

As the ship drew away, the President was handed a torch that he used to reach forward and light the wick on the cannon. The fuse sizzled down to a nub and disappeared entirely. There was a moment of silence. Then . . .

BOOM!

The cannon fired a deafening salute to farewell the huge cruise ship. And the crowd cheered.

‘There’s cake for everyone in the hospitality tent!’ announced the President. The crowd cheered again, even louder this time.

Everyone made their way over to the marquee to enjoy the refreshments – everyone except Nanny Piggins. She stood watching the boat sail away.

‘Nanny Piggins, didn’t you hear?’ asked Michael. ‘They are giving away free cake in the tent.’

‘I know,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Very nice Dundee cake by the smell of it.’

‘But you’ve never turned down free cake before,’ said Derrick.

‘I’ll have some cake in a moment,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I’m doing something more important right now.’

The children gasped. They had never heard Nanny Piggins say anything was more important than cake, except perhaps chocolate.

‘But Nanny Piggins,’ said Samantha, fearing for her nanny’s sanity, ‘you’re just watching the ship sail away.’

‘I know,’ said Nanny Piggins, positively beginning to grin. ‘Tell me, do you like the figurehead?’

Boris and the children looked at the statue on the front of the boat. It was a sculpture of a mermaid.

‘No, it’s frightfully ugly,’ said Derrick.

‘And slightly overweight,’ said Michael.

‘And . . . can I hear it yelling?’ asked Boris.

Nanny Piggins smiled even wider. ‘Probably,’ she agreed.

‘Where’s Father?’ asked Samantha, starting to put the pieces together.

‘I know it is not the prettiest figurehead,’ admitted Nanny Piggins, ‘but it is the prettiest your father has ever looked.’

‘He’s going to sail all the way home strapped to the front of a boat?!’ exclaimed Michael.

‘I gave him plenty of supplies,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘There are two large chocolate cakes tucked into his coconut bra.’

‘You did it!’ marvelled Michael. ‘You rescued Father.’

‘And I arranged a lovely cruise for him,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘It’ll be five days before the ship docks somewhere with an international airport, then another day for him to arrange a flight and fly home. Which means we can enjoy another six days in Vanuatu and still beat him back.’

‘Hurray!’ exclaimed Boris and the children.

‘What shall we do first?’ asked Derrick.

‘Swimming?’ asked Samantha.

‘Scuba diving?’ asked Michael.

‘Kayaking?’ asked Boris.

‘Oh, we’ll do all those things,’ agreed Nanny Piggins, ‘but first, let’s pay a little visit to the cake tent.’
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And so by the time Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children returned home, everything was back to normal. Mr Green was soon back in his dank basement office, pretending he had never been held hostage by a grateful nation. Even Isabella Dunkhurst had woken up and gone straight back to work. (When her personal secretary had visited her in hospital and told her all about the efficiency experts, she had snapped out of the coma immediately, gone straight to the office – still in her hospital gown – and applied her tap shoe firmly to their buttocks.)

The only difference was that Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children now looked even more windswept and fabulous after a week of frolicking at the beach and eating healthy (cream-laden) French food. In the end Nanny Piggins had actually had to bribe the President with another seven mouth-wateringly delicious cakes to let her leave. (He had seriously considered holding her hostage because he found her lemon drizzle so delicious.)

‘Do you regret not staying and taking that job as Cabinet Secretary in Charge of Cake Baking?’ asked Samantha.

‘It would have been a wonderful opportunity,’ added Michael.

‘You could have gone to the United Nations and fought for international cake rights,’ added Derrick.

‘I know,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘But I don’t think you understand just how big a responsibility it is for me to look after you three.’

‘Is looking after us that hard?’ asked Samantha, her chin beginning to wobble.

‘Oh yes, very hard,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘because I love you, so I need to spend every moment of every day watching you like a hawk, to make sure that you never ever miss out on an opportunity to eat cake, lick ice-cream or generally have a wonderful time.’

And so the children hugged their nanny, glad to be home and safe again, with no-one being held hostage by a foreign leader – at least, for the time being.
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