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      About the book


      When Nanny Piggins discovers some startling truths about the ruthless Ringmaster, the circus will never be the same. But she doesnít stop there, she also makes time to provide counselling to a Molavadinian princess with pre-wedding jitters, win a Nobel Prize while impersonating her sister and catch up with her favourite 4-tonne friend, Esmeralda the forgetful elephant.

    

  


  
    

    


    
      
        


        Previously on Nanny Piggins …


        Congratulations! You are about to read the thrilling fifth instalment of the Nanny Piggins fourteenology. If you have not read the previous books in the series – don’t panic. Each one of Nanny Piggins’ adventures is an exciting tale in its own right, so you don’t have to read the books in any particular order.


        But just in case you don’t believe me, here is a quick summary of what has happened so far: It all started when Nanny Piggins (the world’s most glamorous flying pig) ran away from the circus to escape the Ringmaster, a devious man whose crimes include kidnapping performers, forcing them to sign despicable 50-year binding contracts and refusing to supply chocolate biscuits in the break room.


        Once she was a free woman Nanny Piggins took up a job as the Green’s nanny. The Green children – Derrick, Samantha and Michael – fell in love with her instantly. (Nanny Piggins does tend to have that effect on people. I think it’s all the sugar in the cakes she bakes for them.)


        Their father, Mr Green, did go to some lengths to try to get rid of Nanny Piggins (he was embarrassed about having a pig for a nanny). But after seeing his replacement nanny get dragged away by police, the school he tried to send his children to get knocked down with bulldozers, and his plans of marriage nearly result in him being forced to wed a stick-wielding Gypsy Queen, Mr Green largely gave up.


        I should also mention Nanny Piggins’ brother, Boris the Russian ballet-dancing bear. He ran away from the circus too and now lives in the Green’s garden shed. (You might wonder how a pig comes to have a bear for a brother. The short answer is – adoption.)


        And that’s about all you need to know. There are other characters – Hans the baker, Nanny Piggins’ thirteen identical twin sisters, a silly headmaster, a lovely Police Sergeant and a hapless truancy officer – just to name a few. But don’t worry, you will pick it all up as you go along because I helpfully refer to the Police Sergeant as ‘Police Sergeant’ and Hans the baker as ‘Hans the baker’, so you will be left in little doubt as to who everyone is.


        So now you can sit back, relax and enjoy this book. For maximum enjoyment I recommend finding a large slice of cake and a big block of chocolate, then barricading yourself in a room where you won’t annoy anyone with your loud laughing.


         


        Best wishes,

        R. A. Spratt, the author
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      Nanny Piggins and the children were sitting around the dining table, eating breakfast with Mr Green. The children did not usually spend their Saturday mornings socialising with their father. In fact, if they could help it, they usually managed to go all the way from Friday afternoon when they came home from school, until Monday morning when they went back to school, without seeing him at all. But in this particular instance they had been grounded.


      Mr Green had caught them using his best silk ties as a rope ladder, so they could climb up on the roof and fetch the antique porcelain fruit plate they had been using as a frisbee. He had regretted the grounding as soon as the words had come out of his mouth, because he knew it would lead to unpleasant circumstances such as this – actually having to be in the same room as his children while he was eating, which made it very difficult for him to digest his food.


      Normally, at this time on a Saturday morning, Derrick, Samantha and Michael would be off with their reprobate nanny – damming the local creek with rocks, testing an ultra-light aircraft they had made entirely from empty ice-cream containers, or harassing some poor retailer of baked goods – thus allowing Mr Green to eat breakfast and read the newspaper in total solitude, before sneaking off to his favourite place in the entire world – work. Instead, he was struggling to read the paper while his youngest son glared murderously at him, his daughter sighed loudly, his oldest son nervously jiggled the entire table with his leg and the nanny stared at him with such obvious malicious intent there was absolutely no doubt in his mind she was thinking up ways to get revenge on him.


      Mr Green was just about to send them all to their rooms so he could enjoy his bowl of lukewarm porridge in peace, when the silent hostility was violently interrupted by a loud SMASH, as a brick flew in through the window, sending broken glass everywhere and landing with a plop, right in the pot of porridge in the centre of the table.


      ‘What the devil was that?!’ demanded Mr Green.


      ‘It looked like a brick!’ said Derrick.


      ‘Yes, it’s definitely a brick,’ said Nanny Piggins as she peered into the pot. ‘On the bright side, it will probably improve the flavour of the porridge.’


      ‘What sort of hoodlum would throw a brick through a man’s window at eight o’clock on a Saturday morning?!’ demanded Mr Green. He was taking deep breaths and puffing himself up, ready to launch into a full rant about the evils of today’s youth.


      ‘There’s no need to blow things out of proportion. It’s only half a brick,’ said Nanny Piggins as she fished the half-brick out of the porridge. ‘Remember, children, if you do ever need to smash someone’s window with a brick, it is always better to use a half-brick because it is lighter and easier to throw longer distances. A full brick does make a nicer mess, but you have to stand a lot closer to throw it, which means you have to be very confident that you can run faster than the recipient.’


      The children nodded and mentally filed away this useful titbit of advice.


      ‘Put that brick down,’ demanded Mr Green. ‘It is evidence! The police will need to fingerprint it.’


      ‘I think they may have a hard time getting a fingerprint off a porridge-covered brick,’ said Derrick politely.


      ‘Besides, it’s going to be pretty easy to work out who threw it,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘because there’s a letter attached!’


      Sure enough, when Nanny Piggins scraped away the bigger lumps of porridge, they could all see a thick crimson envelope tied to the brick with a purple ribbon.


      ‘Wow! That looks important,’ exclaimed Michael.


      ‘I know,’ agreed Nanny Piggins. ‘Expensive stationery, a real wax seal and a genuine Tuscan-imported brick. Whoever threw it through our window is clearly trying to make an impression.’


      ‘Who would send such a thing?’ asked Samantha.


      ‘I know quite a few brick-hurling, stationery-loving egomaniacs. But there is only one lunatic with such a flare for the dramatic,’ said Nanny Piggins as she tore open the envelope. ‘The Ringmaster!’


      Everyone gasped. Even Mr Green. (He had never met the Ringmaster, but he gathered from the situation that gasping was appropriate.)


      ‘What does he want?’ asked Derrick.


      ‘It’s an invitation,’ explained Nanny Piggins. ‘You are cordially invited to attend the greatest feat of magic ever performed …’


      ‘What has cordial got to do with an invitation?’ asked Michael.


      ‘Perhaps they will be serving it to the guests,’ suggested Nanny Piggins, before continuing to read. ‘Prepare to be astounded when, today at 12 noon on the Town Hall steps, I shall make a person entirely disappear. Hope to see you there. Love and kisses – The Ringmaster.’


      ‘I didn’t know the Ringmaster could do magic!’ said Michael.


      ‘Strictly speaking I don’t think he could call himself a magician,’ explained Nanny Piggins. ‘But he has always been very good at making things disappear – money … difficult people … his entire circus, when the debt collectors come around.’


      ‘But if he is going to make someone disappear, why would he send you an invitation?’ asked Samantha.


      ‘Because he’s showing off, of course,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘The whole thing is just a publicity stunt for the circus. He’ll probably try to grab me and blast me out of a cannon, to give the event a bit of bang.’


      ‘So we’re not going to go?’ asked Derrick.


      ‘Of course we’re going to go!’ declared Nanny Piggins. ‘It would be rude not to when we’ve been invited, and on such expensive-looking stationery and masonry.’


      ‘But the children are grounded!’ blathered Mr Green.


      ‘Pish!’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘As nanny, I overrule your grounding!’


      ‘Can she do that?’ Michael whispered to Derrick.


      ‘Nanny Piggins can do anything,’ whispered Derrick.


      ‘On what grounds?’ asked Mr Green.


      The children and Mr Green leaned forward, eagerly waiting to hear what creative excuse Nanny Piggins would come up with. Mr Green desperately hoped it was a good one. Even more than the children, he hoped that they would all just go away.


      ‘On the grounds that it is too good an educational experience to miss,’ concluded Nanny Piggins.


      ‘She’s right,’ agreed Derrick. ‘If the Ringmaster really does make someone vanish, this could be an important historical event.’


      ‘And a magic show is kind of like theatre, and theatre is educational,’ added Samantha.


      ‘And it will be good for us to know how to make a person disappear, in case we ever need to make it happen ourselves,’ concluded Michael (thinking about his maths teacher).


      ‘Yes, well then, of course, all right, I give my permission –’ began Mr Green.


      He never got to finish his sentence because the children and Nanny Piggins had already fled the room, which was an enormous relief to Mr Green, as now he would be able to enjoy some peace and quiet without having to enforce that ridiculous debacle of a grounding. He might even be able to sneak out to the office for seven or eight hours for a spot of relaxing tax avoidance. Next time his children needed punishing, he really must remember to do something easy, like locking them in a broom closet. (He had spent many an hour locked in a broom closet as a boy and, apart from crippling his personality and giving him an irrational fear of brooms, it had done him absolutely no harm whatsoever.)


      [image: image]


      While Nanny Piggins and the children did run out of the room, they did not go straight down to the Town Hall. For a start, it was four hours until the event would occur. And secondly, they needed to find a really good disguise for Nanny Piggins, otherwise there was too great a risk that the Ringmaster would try to capture her and force her to resume her circus career as a flying pig.


      So they went straight to their favourite costume hire shop. Nanny Piggins and the children always found it impossible to walk into a costume hire shop and spend any less than three hours in there. Particularly when they took Boris along with them. Being a ten-foot-tall dancing bear, he spent a lot of time in the corner weeping because none of the costumes fit him. But when he did find one made of sufficiently stretchy lycra that he could drag it over his 700-kilogram body, he would then be so delighted that he would leap up and perform a whole act of The Nutcracker (playing all the parts himself, including the nuts and the crackers).


      When they eventually left the costume hire shop at 11.45 am, Nanny Piggins was completely unrecognisable. She was dressed as a witch, and it was a very convincing disguise, because Nanny Piggins was such a tremendous actress. (It is a great injustice that she had never won an Academy Award. She did come close one year. But in the end the judges ruled that performances caught on convenience store security cameras could not be entered in the Academy Awards. Which is a great shame because her portrayal of an angry pig who wants her fifty cents back because the chocolate bar she had just bought had gone white on the outside after being improperly stored was very convincing.) No-one would believe that the withered old hag in the black dress and pointy hat could be someone as radiantly beautiful and glamorous as Nanny Piggins. Now that she had nothing to fear from unexpected abduction, they made their way over to the Town Hall steps.


      When Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children arrived there was quite a crowd. Many of them were still holding the bricks their invitations had been wrapped around. The Ringmaster had obviously been very busy that morning (and the local glaziers would be very busy that afternoon). The steps of the Town Hall had been roped off and police were stationed all around to stop the crowd surging forward.


      Nanny Piggins waved frantically at her old friend the Police Sergeant, yelling ‘Yoo-hoo, Police Sergeant’. But as he was standing next to his boss the Police Inspector and was not acquainted with any elderly witches, he just nodded politely and made a mental note to ring the local mental health facility to see if they’d had any recent escapes.


      The thing that most caught the children’s eye was at the top of the steps. A glistening glass box, the size and shape of an old-fashioned telephone booth, was attached to a system of pullies dangling high above them from the Town Hall clock tower.


      At noon, the Town Hall clock began to strike the hour. BONG … BONG … BONG …


      The crowd held their breath, and the children grew nervous with excitement, but Nanny Piggins just rolled her eyes. ‘I do wish they would get on with it. If I had known they were going to faff about like this I would have tried on that Joan of Arc costume again.’


      ‘Armour suits you,’ agreed Boris.


      ‘And I do like the idea of getting a whole army to act out my dreams,’ added Nanny Piggins. ‘Particularly the one about me flying away on a giant purple dinosaur to a land where everything is made of strawberry marshmallows.’


      ‘BONG … BONG … BONG …’ continued the clock.


      The crowd grew silent as they waited for the show to begin. And they were not disappointed. As soon as the clock struck its final BONG, air cannons blasted glitter into the sky, a cloud of smoke billowed out and fireworks shot forth in every direction as the Ringmaster leapt out through the Town Hall doors. ‘Good day, fair citizens, thank you all for coming!’ announced the Ringmaster.


      ‘Get on with it!’ heckled Nanny Piggins.


      The Ringmaster turned and peered into the crowd. When he caught sight of the wizened witch, a huge smile broke across his face.


      ‘Sarah Piggins, darling! How good of you to come,’ smarmed the Ringmaster.


      ‘How did you know it was me?’ asked Nanny Piggins in surprise. ‘Have you been tracking me with satellites again? Or was there a GPS device in my chocolate?’


      ‘I recognised the children and Boris,’ explained the Ringmaster, ‘and I thought it unlikely that they would know two very rude, impatient, four-foot-tall women with that exact gorgeous hot pink handbag I have often seen you carrying.’


      ‘I told you you needed to rethink your accessories,’ said Boris.


      ‘Just get on with the conjuring trick,’ snapped Nanny Piggins, ‘so we can all go to the sweet shop and have some lunch.’


      ‘Very well,’ said the Ringmaster, turning to address the whole crowd again, ‘Today you shall be astounded to witness me make a human being entirely cease to exist on this corporeal plane!’


      ‘Blah blah blah,’ heckled Nanny Piggins. ‘We all read the invitation. We don’t need a recap. Just make somebody disappear.’


      ‘I shall do just that,’ said the Ringmaster. ‘But first I need a volunteer from the audience.’


      The entire crowd of several hundred people simultaneously drew back. They might be silly enough not to have brick-proof windows, but they were not silly enough to voluntarily do anything with the Ringmaster.


      ‘Surely no-one will agree to that,’ whispered Michael.


      ‘Stop whispering,’ urged Nanny Piggins through unmoving lips. ‘If he sees your lips move he might take that as a sign of consent.’


      At that moment a loud voice came clearly from the back of the crowd, ‘Get out of my way. Let me through!’


      ‘That voice sounds familiar,’ whispered Nanny Piggins.


      ‘We have a volunteer!’ exclaimed the Ringmaster.


      The crowd parted, leaving a clear path.


      ‘That’s better,’ said the man. ‘I’ve a good mind to write a formal letter of complaint.’


      ‘Oh no,’ said Derrick, for he recognised the voice.


      ‘It’s Father!’ gasped all three children.


      ‘Why is he volunteering?’ asked Michael.


      ‘I don’t think he knows he is,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I think he was just trying to get across the square on his way to work.’


      ‘Step this way, sir,’ beckoned the Ringmaster, bowing to Mr Green and ushering him forward.


      ‘Finally, someone with some manners,’ said Mr Green, allowing the Ringmaster to draw him away from the staring crowd. ‘What are you lot looking at? Have you never seen a man in a decent suit before?’


      Unfortunately Mr Green was so busy chastising the onlookers, he entirely failed to realise that the Ringmaster had led him into the glistening box. Not until the door slammed behind him. Then it was too late.


      The Ringmaster turned and addressed the crowd. ‘As you can see, this box is entirely made of bulletproof glass.’ This was evident because Mr Green was now beating on the glass so hard with his fists, it would be broken if it was ordinary glass. The Ringmaster tapped every side of the box with his riding crop (for some reason the Ringmaster always carried a riding crop, which was particularly perplexing because he never rode a horse). ‘There are no hidden doors, or secret compartments. I shall make this gentleman …’


      The audience sniggered here, because no-one thought Mr Green was a gentleman.


      ‘I shall make this man disappear using nothing but the magic powers of my mind,’ claimed the Ringmaster.


      ‘Hah!’ snorted Nanny Piggins. ‘A double-A battery has more power.’


      ‘We’ll see about that. Raise the box!’ called the Ringmaster.


      A drum roll started, and the strongman from the circus, who was standing by the pulley system, started heaving on the rope, hand over hand. Slowly Mr Green began rising off the ground. This apparently terrified Mr Green because he was now weeping and begging to be allowed out. (At least that’s what it looked like he was saying. The audience had to lip-read because the glass box was very well made and, as a result, entirely soundproof.)


      ‘He doesn’t look like he’s enjoying himself very much,’ observed Boris.


      ‘Shouldn’t we rescue him?’ worried Samantha.


      ‘I suppose we should,’ agreed Nanny Piggins.


      Neither Nanny Piggins nor the children leapt into action. They were too busy thinking about the billycart that Mr Green had thrown in a wood chipper the previous weekend, when their screams of enjoyment had interrupted his favourite radio program about being thrifty.


      When the glass box finally reached its highest point, way up in the air above the Town Hall steps, the drum roll stopped.


      ‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ shouted the Ringmaster. ‘Behold as I make a fully grown man entirely DISAPPEAR!!!’


      There was a flash of light, a billow of smoke and the bulletproof glass box suddenly plummeted towards the ground, the rope whipping through the pulleys.


      ‘Father!’ cried the children.


      ‘No!’ cried Nanny Piggins, leaping forward to catch the rope but getting there too late as the tail end whipped up into the sky and the box smashed onto the steps, all six sides smashing open.


      The weaker-minded members of the crowd screamed.


      But then they realised that Mr Green was not in the box anymore. He had actually disappeared. Suddenly the audience burst into rapturous applause.


      The Ringmaster beamed, winked at Nanny Piggins and bowed low (the only reason his top hat didn’t fall off was because he used so much oil in his hair he had managed to achieve a complete seal about his head).


      ‘Now!’ said the Ringmaster. ‘I shall make Mr Green reappear … inside that portaloo!’


      The Ringmaster pointed his riding crop dramatically towards a portable toilet by the edge of the crowd that no-one had noticed. He strode over to the portable toilet, and rapped on the door three times with his riding crop. ‘Mr Green, are you decent in there?’


      The audience laughed.


      Then the Ringmaster flung open the door and the crowd was astonished to see … nobody inside. Certainly not Mr Green.


      ‘Wow! What a trick,’ marvelled Michael.


      ‘I can’t believe it,’ said Nanny Piggins, reluctantly impressed. ‘He really did make Mr Green disappear. I wonder where he’ll really pop up.’


      ‘Perhaps he’s inside the Ringmaster’s hat,’ suggested Michael.


      ‘I doubt it,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘There’d be no room, what with the rabbit who already lives there.’


      ‘Wait, I think something is wrong,’ said Samantha.


      They watched as the Ringmaster looked behind the portaloo, underneath the portaloo, then climbed inside and looked down into the bowl of the portaloo, all the time calling: ‘Mr Green, where are you? Come out, the trick is over now.’


      Suddenly Samantha ran forward and snatched up something from the ground behind the portaloo. ‘Look! His briefcase!’


      ‘Oh my gosh!’ said Derrick.


      ‘No!’ said Michael.


      ‘Father would never go anywhere without this,’ explained Samantha. ‘He even takes it in the shower.’


      ‘What have you done?!’ demanded Nanny Piggins, turning on the Ringmaster. ‘How dare you make these children’s father disappear. Just because he is mean, unpleasant and so boring his most interesting characteristic is his nut allergy, that doesn’t give you the right to make him vanish.’


      ‘Or has he vanished?’ asked Boris. ‘Perhaps this whole scenario is just an elaborate ruse to kidnap Mr Green.’


      ‘Why on earth would the Ringmaster kidnap Father?’ asked Derrick.


      ‘How else do you think they recruit people to scoop up the elephant poop at the circus,’ said Boris. ‘They don’t get many voluntary applicants for the job.’


      ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ spluttered the Ringmaster. ‘He was supposed to be here. I don’t have any kidnappings planned, at least, not for today.’


      ‘Michael,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘hold my broomstick. I’m getting your Father back and I don’t care how many shins I have to bite to do it.’


      Nanny Piggins launched herself at the Ringmaster and he fled into the crowd. He was surprisingly swift on his feet for a man with short stumpy legs, but he was no match for the superior athleticism of Nanny Piggins. She was just about to leap forward and grab him by his tail coat, when someone else grabbed her by the hem of her witch’s cape, causing her to fall flat on her bottom.


      ‘What is the meaning of this then?’ said a stern voice.


      Nanny Piggins spun around ready to bite her captor, but the Police Sergeant quickly stood in the way, saying hurriedly, ‘Nanny Piggins, how lovely to see you. You look marvellous today. Is that a new handbag? Have I introduced you to my boss, the Inspector?’


      The Police Sergeant stepped back to reveal an older police officer with lots of shiny badges on his lapel. The Inspector’s posture was so straight, he appeared to have had a steel rod surgically attached to his spine.


      ‘Perhaps the Inspector could give me one good reason why I should not bite his hand,’ said Nanny Piggins, struggling to contain her temper.


      ‘You were causing a public disturbance,’ said the Inspector.


      ‘The Ringmaster just kidnapped their father,’ protested Nanny Piggins, as she pointed to Derrick, Samantha and Michael, who were struggling to control their own instincts to cheer and dance for joy, due to their newly orphaned status.


      ‘So you claim,’ said the Inspector.


      ‘Claim?!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘There were over five hundred people here who saw him do it.’


      The Inspector looked at the crowd, who were all nodding their heads in agreement.


      ‘Kidnapping, well, that is a very serious matter indeed. You had better let us take care of it,’ said the Inspector. ‘Sergeant, arrest the Ringmaster.’


      ‘Sir, he’s disappeared,’ said the Police Sergeant.


      ‘Don’t be ridiculous, a fellow can’t just disappear,’ protested the Inspector.


      ‘Oh yes, they can,’ said Boris kindly. ‘We’ve just seen two of them vanish in the last five minutes.’


      The Inspector glared at Boris, then turned back to Nanny Piggins. ‘Do you have a permit for this bear?’


      Now the Police Sergeant had to grab hold of Nanny Piggins before she could attack the Inspector for his impertinence.


      ‘Sir, perhaps we should deal with the kidnapping first,’ said the Police Sergeant.


      ‘Do we know where this Ringmaster fellow lives?’ asked the Inspector.


      ‘He’s a Ringmaster, sir,’ said the Police Sergeant, trying hard not to roll his eyes in impatience. ‘He lives at the circus.’


      ‘Of course. You stay here and make sure this crowd disperses in an orderly manner. I’ll take the men, and those … er … news’ crews,’ said the Inspector, as he smoothed his already smooth hair and straightened his already straight tie, ‘and go and arrest the Ringmaster myself.’


      ‘And search for our father,’ prompted Samantha.


      ‘What? Oh yes, we’ll do that too,’ said the Inspector. He soon had four squad cars full of officers speeding off, with sirens blaring, and five news’ crews following close behind.


      Nanny Piggins and the Police Sergeant watched them go. ‘I don’t know about this, Nanny Piggins,’ confided the Police Sergeant. ‘Having kidnapped Mr Green in broad daylight in front of hundreds of witnesses, I doubt the Ringmaster would have gone home.’


      ‘I agree,’ said Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Where do you think he would go then?’ asked the Police Sergeant.


      ‘Hmmm,’ considered Nanny Piggins. ‘He’d try to flee the country I should think.’


      ‘So we should go and look at the airport then?’ asked the Police Sergeant.


      ‘No,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘The Ringmaster is airport-aphobic.’


      ‘He’s afraid of flying?’ asked Derrick.


      ‘No, he’s afraid of the cost of aeroplane tickets,’ explained Nanny Piggins. ‘The Ringmaster is very miserly. So if we are going to look for him, the first place we should go is the harbour. He will try to sneak himself and Mr Green out of the country onboard a ship.’
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      Nanny Piggins, the Police Sergeant, Boris, the children and the young Police Constable (the Inspector had not taken him because he found his enthusiasm unnerving) all leapt in a police van and drove to the port.


      There was only one boat scheduled to leave that day. So the Police Sergeant immediately boarded it and demanded to be allowed to search the vessel. Fortunately the Bulgarian sea captain had fallen in love with Nanny Piggins at first sight (which was amazing because she was still wearing the witch costume. But the sea captain had always been attracted to older women with facial warts) so he agreed to ‘whatever the beautiful lady wanted’.


      The Police Sergeant and the young constable methodically searched the entire ship from bow to stern. But they found nothing.


      ‘I don’t know, Nanny Piggins. I think we’ll have to try looking somewhere else,’ conceded the Police Sergeant.


      ‘Not so fast, I have an idea’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Get the sea captain to line up his crew.’


      The men were soon out on deck in one long line. They were a brutish looking bunch of Bulgarians. It was almost as if they took pride in who could shave the least, wash the most infrequently and scowl the hardest. They were quite an intimidating sight. If Samantha had not had Boris’ hand to hold, she would have had to go back to the squad car and hide under the seat.


      ‘Are you going to pump them for information?’ asked Michael.


      ‘How can she?’ asked Derrick. ‘They only speak Bulgarian. You don’t speak Bulgarian, do you?’


      ‘Of course I do,’ said Nanny Piggins, with which she yelled at the men, ‘Zaveevam naokolo!’ (Which is Bulgarian for ‘turn around’.)


      The men did as they were told. Then Nanny Piggins walked along, staring hard at the saggy, filthy seats of their pants, until she leapt forward with delight. ‘Ah-hah!’ yelled Nanny Piggins. ‘I’d recognise that unusually large bottom anywhere! It’s the Ringmaster!’


      The shortest and biggest-bottomed Bulgarian immediately clutched his backside and tried to make a run for the gangway. But the Police Constable was too quick for him. He crash-tackled the seaman to the ground (re-enacting the try-saving tackle from his rugby game on the weekend). Nanny Piggins tore off the Bulgarian’s fake beard and grubby hat.


      ‘It is the Ringmaster!’ exclaimed the children, who until that moment had thought their Nanny had mistakenly encouraged the Police Constable to assault an innocent seaman.


      ‘I must say it is almost a relief to be discovered,’ confessed the Ringmaster. ‘I don’t know how much longer I was going to be able to bear this disguise. I detest improperly laundered clothes.’


      ‘Where’s Mr Green?’ demanded the Police Sergeant. ‘What have you done with him?’


      ‘I’ve got no idea,’ said the Ringmaster. ‘He was supposed to be in the portaloo. I’ve got absolutely no idea how he managed to actually disappear.’


      ‘Are you claiming you didn’t kidnap him?’ asked the Police Sergeant.


      ‘Even I, who have trained Finnish ferrets to waltz and Albanian aardvarks to breathe fire, even I could not possibly find a use for someone as boring as Mr Green,’ said the Ringmaster. ‘I would be better off kidnapping a lump of mould. At least mould wouldn’t bore me with endless stories about his nut allergy.’


      ‘He’s got a point,’ said Derrick.


      ‘What do you think, Nanny Piggins?’ asked the Police Sergeant.


      Nanny Piggins sniffed the Ringmaster, stared hard into his eyes, then pinched him hard on the thigh.


      ‘Ouch!’ squealed the Ringmaster.


      ‘I think he is telling the truth,’ said Nanny Piggins.


      ‘But if Father wasn’t kidnapped,’ asked Samantha, ‘then where is he?’


      ‘Either someone else kidnapped him, which would be quite a coincidence,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘or Mr Green has run away under his own volition. And given that Mr Green is a weak-minded man of limited intelligence, where would he hide?’


      ‘Somewhere warm,’ said Derrick.


      ‘Somewhere quiet,’ said Samantha.


      ‘Somewhere with free tea- and coffee-making facilities,’ said Michael.


      ‘Exactly!’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘He would hide at work!’
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      Twenty minutes later Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children were with the Police Sergeant as he kicked in Mr Green’s office door and discovered him cowering under his desk, clutching several packets of company tea bags. Mr Green leapt to his feet. ‘It wasn’t me! I didn’t do it! You can’t prove anything!’


      Eventually, after Nanny Piggins had emptied a vase of flowers over his head to silence his hysteria and the Police Sergeant dragged him down to the station and threatened to arrest him for perverting the course of justice, Mr Green finally explained what had happened. ‘I was standing in that box, beating on the glass, begging to be let out, when suddenly a trap door below me opened up and a strange hairy woman grabbed me by the ankle.’


      ‘You expect us to believe that?!’ exclaimed the Police Sergeant.


      ‘It’s all true,’ said the Ringmaster. ‘It was Rosalind, my bearded lady. She has excellent forearm strength.’


      ‘The next thing I knew I was inside a portable lavatory,’ said Mr Green, ‘and … I … I did not need to go to the lavatory at all.’ Mr Green started to weep.


      ‘What happened next?’ asked Nanny Piggins, fighting the urge to shake him.


      ‘I opened the door and looked out,’ sniffed Mr Green, ‘and the crowd was watching the box smash to the ground. So I took the opportunity to sneak away. I was so traumatised I forgot my briefcase.’


      ‘And nobody saw you go?’ asked the Ringmaster.


      ‘Nobody ever notices Mr Green,’ explained Nanny Piggins. ‘It’s like bird spotting. Unless he moves or squawks, you’d never realise he was there.’


      ‘Didn’t you realise we all thought you had been kidnapped?’ asked the Police Sergeant.


      ‘Oh … well … no … of … course … no such thing …’ stammered Mr Green.


      ‘Or did you realise exactly what was going on?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘And think this was your big opportunity to flee the country and abandon your children.’


      ‘Maybe,’ admitted Mr Green.


      The Police Sergeant sighed. ‘You are lucky, Mr Green, that there are no laws against being a very annoying man, or else I would be able to lock you away for an extremely long time.’


      ‘You wouldn’t do that, would you?’ begged Mr Green. ‘I’m an important tax lawyer. I have tax exiles to support. Their wealth would be lost without me.’


      ‘You’d better leave before I throw the book at you,’ said the Police Sergeant.


      ‘Just throw it anyway, Sergeant,’ urged Nanny Piggins. ‘I throw books at him all the time; it is very cathartic.’


      Mr Green scurried away.


      The Ringmaster got to his feet. ‘Now that it has become apparent that I am entirely innocent,’ said the Ringmaster, ‘perhaps you would be so good as to remove these handcuffs and let me go.’


      The Police Sergeant picked up his handcuff keys. ‘I suppose so.’


      ‘Not so fast!’ declared the Inspector, bursting into the station with three police constables trailing behind him, all carrying large document boxes. ‘Mr T. Ringmaster, you are under arrest!’


      ‘His name is Ringmaster?’ marvelled Derrick.


      ‘It’s a family name,’ explained Nanny Piggins. ‘He comes from a long line of Ringmasters. His mother was Peru’s leading ringmaster for many years.’


      ‘What does the T stand for?’ asked Michael.


      ‘The, of course,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘How many times have you heard me refer to him as The Ringmaster?’


      The children’s minds boggled as they assimilated this information.


      ‘This is an outrage,’ declared the Ringmaster. ‘This is victimisation. On what grounds are you going to arrest me?’ (The Ringmaster had to ask because he knew it could be any number of things – llama rustling, tattoo forging, tent stealing … just to name a few.)


      ‘I am arresting you for failing to file a tax return,’ announced the Inspector smugly.


      ‘What?’ said Nanny Piggins.


      ‘According to these papers we found in the Ringmaster’s caravan, he has not filed a tax return,’ accused the Police Inspector. ‘Not ever!’


      ‘Come now,’ said the Ringmaster. ‘You’re not going to get upset about a little thing like paperwork, are you?’ He was smiling again now. ‘If it is a matter of a small fine, I’ll happily pay that now. With my apologies for the paperwork oversight.’


      ‘I don’t think you appreciate the gravity of this situation,’ said the Inspector, starting to look menacing. ‘The punishment for withholding tax and failing to file a tax return for twenty-five years is – three years in jail!’


      ‘You’ll never catch me!’ yelled the Ringmaster. Then, with a level of acrobatic athleticism that can only be picked up from years of working with trapeze artists, he sprang over the Police Sergeant’s desk (which is not easy when you are wearing handcuffs), ran across the room and leapt at the front window.


      If it had been a normal window he would have smashed through and run off down the street. Unfortunately for the Ringmaster it was not a normal window. It was reinforced glass, so he thudded into it, slid down and landed in a heap on the floor.


      ‘Good,’ said the Police Inspector. ‘Now I can add resisting arrest to his list of charges.’


      ‘Sarah, do something, say something, you have to help me!’ pleaded the Ringmaster as two burly constables dragged him away.


      ‘You have been kidnapping circus performers, hoodwinking authorities and short-changing audiences for decades,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Surely you knew your day of reckoning would come.’


      ‘But I always did it in the nicest possible way,’ protested the Ringmaster.


      For once his cheesy smile had faded, even his slicked hair was a mess. For the first time since the children had known him, the Ringmaster looked like an ordinary man and not a larger than life character.


      ‘What can I do?’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I am just one pig, and with no formal legal training.’ She turned to the Police Sergeant. ‘Watching Judge Gillian on TV doesn’t count as formal legal training, does it?’


      The Police Sergeant shook his head.


      ‘I know, I’ll bake you a cake with an electric angle grinder cooked into it,’ called Nanny Piggins as the door slammed shut on the Ringmaster.


      ‘I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that, Nanny Piggins,’ said the Police Sergeant.
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      Later that evening, Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children sat around their kitchen table eating chocolate cake. They had sent Mr Green to bed with a bowl of soup (as punishment for being so naughty) and a copy of an addendum to the tax code (to help calm his nerves). Nanny Piggins had grounded him for a week, so that he would have the opportunity to reflect on his poor behaviour. And unlike Mr Green, she had no qualms about policing her punishment.


      ‘Well, children,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘it’s been quite a day. Who would have thought your father would have the imagination to fake his own kidnapping.’


      ‘I don’t think we can give him credit for the idea,’ said Derrick. ‘It never would have occurred to him if the Ringmaster hadn’t stuffed him in a portaloo.’


      ‘True,’ agreed Nanny Piggins.


      ‘So are you pleased that the Ringmaster is finally behind bars?’ asked Michael.


      Nanny Piggins thought for a moment before she answered. ‘No, I’m not.’


      ‘But now you don’t have to worry about him trying to kidnap you anymore,’ said Samantha. ‘Surely that’s a relief.’


      Nanny Piggins smiled. ‘My dear child, I am a circus star. Being kidnapped by ambitious ringmasters is all part of the job. If there weren’t regular kidnap attempts on my person, I would begin to think I was losing my edge.’


      ‘So you’re sad that the Ringmaster is behind bars?’ marvelled Michael.


      ‘Yes, I am,’ said Nanny Piggins sincerely. ‘It’s like when you go to an aquarium and see a shark in a tank. Yes, it’s a man-eating killer and you wouldn’t want to fall in the tank with it. But it’s still pathetic to see such an impressive animal swimming around in circles.’


      ‘But things will be more peaceful now,’ Samantha pointed out.


      ‘True,’ agreed Nanny Piggins. ‘But I’ve always thought peace and quiet are terribly overrated.’
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      Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children were feeling very sorry for themselves. None of them had sustained an injury. But the most important person in their entire world had. Hans the baker was out of action.


      It all started when Nanny Piggins had woken up the previous day with a yen for angel cake. She had immediately kept the children out of school, and gone down to place an order with Hans. He had initially said there was no way he could possibly make 500 angel cakes in just one day, but after Nanny Piggins had shaken him by the collar and beseechingly explained just how much she really needed angel cake, Hans agreed to try his best.


      Unfortunately, somewhere around the seventh hour of hand-whipping egg whites (his electric mixer had burnt out after two hours), Hans was stricken with a debilitating pain in his right forearm. And when Nanny Piggins rushed him to the doctor, it was concluded that Hans had baker’s elbow – a stress fracture in his ulna – caused by too much whipping.


      ‘What are we going to do?’ wailed Nanny Piggins when they returned home after dropping Hans at his flat over the bakery.


      ‘Buy Hans a nice card and perhaps some flowers,’ suggested Samantha.


      ‘Yes, of course we’ll do that,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘But I meant what are we going to do for cake – I’m starving!’


      ‘You could make a cake yourself,’ said Derrick.


      ‘No, no, no, that will not do,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I need cake now! If I tried to make cake myself I would just be overcome with hunger and eat all the mixture before I put it in the oven.’


      ‘We could drive into town and find another cake shop,’ suggested Samantha.


      ‘No,’ sighed Nanny Piggins. ‘Their cakes wouldn’t be as good as Hans’. It would only remind me of how much I miss him.’


      ‘He’s only been out of action for an hour and a half,’ said Michael.


      Nanny Piggins began to sob. ‘Has it been that long already? What am I going to do? Will I ever eat cake again?!’


      ‘I know!’ said Derrick. ‘Let’s drive over to the cake factory in Slimbridge.’


      ‘But it’s closed on Saturdays,’ said Nanny Piggins.


      ‘We could break in,’ suggested Michael.


      ‘No, they’ve installed new heat-sensing technology and retina eye scanners on all the doors, ever since the last time I let myself in for a little snack,’ sighed Nanny Piggins.


      ‘But if we’re never going to eat cake again,’ said Boris, his lower lip beginning to tremble, ‘what are we going to do on my birthday?!’ He burst into loud wailing sobs and collapsed on Samantha’s shoulder (causing her to collapse and pinning her to the floor).


      ‘There must be somewhere we can go where there’s cake,’ said Michael.


      Nanny Piggins instantly snapped out of her depression and leapt up from the table, ‘You’re a genius!!!’ she exclaimed.


      ‘I am?’ asked Michael.


      ‘Oh yes,’ said Nanny Piggins, a big smile on her face. ‘Where is the very finest cake always served on a Saturday afternoon?’


      The children looked at each other in confusion. They had no idea. And Boris was still weeping too hard to contribute to the conversation.


      ‘At weddings!’ declared Nanny Piggins. ‘People are always getting married on Saturdays and where there is a wedding there has to be a cake! Usually a great big delicious cake with lots of marzipan icing and sugar decorations!’


      ‘But we haven’t been invited to any weddings,’ said Samantha.


      Nanny Piggins looked down at her (Samantha was still pinned to the floor) and smiled fondly. ‘The only reason we haven’t been invited to any weddings is because the brides and grooms have never had the opportunity to meet us. I’m sure if they had we would have been the first people on their list. We’re a lot more fun than a bunch of boring old aunts and cousins.’


      ‘But isn’t wedding crashing wrong?’ said Derrick.


      ‘It’s only wrong if you just eat the cake and leave,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I’m fully prepared to dance with everyone and tell them some of my very best stories. Trust me, by the time we leave they will be pressing extra cake into our pockets.’
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      And so Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children got into Mr Green’s car. (They had to throw Mr Green out to do so, because it was Saturday so naturally Mr Green was trying to drive to work. But Nanny Piggins told Mr Green he had to walk because his doctor had rung up saying ‘his legs would wither away if he didn’t use them at least once a fortnight’.) Then they got Boris to stop crying long enough to get into the car, by reminding him that his birthday was eleven months away and chances were that Hans’ stress fracture would be healed by then.


      After the initial excitement of heading off to eat cake at a wedding, it soon occurred to them that they had no idea when or where any weddings were occurring.


      ‘Couldn’t you use your extraordinary sense of smell to find one?’ asked Samantha.


      Nanny Piggins leaned out the window and sniffed the air. ‘You would think so, but unfortunately the types of distinctively weddingy smells I could normally smell – the fear of the groom, the cooking sherry being secretly drunk by the vicar, or the gaffer tape holding the bride’s strapless dress up – are all masked by the mass of flowers in the bouquets and arrangements.’


      ‘Couldn’t you sniff for the flowers then?’ asked Derrick.


      ‘I could,’ agreed Nanny Piggins, ‘but flowers are actually quite common in flowerbeds as well. So we could find ourselves drawn into several wild goose chases. So I think the best tactic is to drive around looking for churches surrounded by deliriously happy people throwing rice.’


      ‘Are we going to eat the rice too?’ asked Michael.


      ‘No,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘For some reason they only throw uncooked rice at weddings. Although if you think about it, it would make sense to throw cooked rice, preferably something delicious like Thai special fried rice or a nice creamy rice pudding. That way the bride and groom would have something to nibble while they were getting their photos taken.’


      ‘There’s one!’ screamed Boris.


      ‘One what?!’ asked Nanny Piggins, slamming on the brakes of the car. ‘A dodo? If so, well spotted because I’ve always wanted to see one.’


      ‘No, better than that!’ said Boris. ‘A wedding!’


      Sure enough, up ahead was a church with guests pouring out to congratulate a very happy-looking bride and groom.


      ‘Excellent!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins, getting out of the car. ‘Come along, children, we must give our best wishes to the lovely couple.’


      ‘Why?’ asked Derrick.


      ‘If we just turn up at the wedding and start scoffing cake, that will look suspicious,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘We must first establish our cover as invited guests.’ With that Nanny Piggins marched across the road, her arms spread wide, calling out, ‘My dears, you look breathtaking! I can’t wait to get to your reception to celebrate this happy union. Oh, and speaking of which, perhaps you could give me directions to the venue.’


      As usual Nanny Piggins was right. They did have a wonderful time at the wedding. Nanny Piggins delighted the other guests with her death-defying stories. She even acted them out (fortunately there was a chandelier for her to swing on and a pair of replica seventeenth-century duelling swords on the wall she could fence with). Then, after the meal, she danced. And oh, what a dance! Suffice to say, the bride is lucky she married the groom earlier in the day, for if she had not, his head would have been quite turned by Nanny Piggins.


      Finally, the moment they had all been waiting for arrived – the cutting of the cake. Nanny Piggins insisted they use a seventeenth-century duelling sword, so they could cut really big pieces. And as soon as she, Boris and the children sank their teeth into their first bite, they knew it had all been worth it. There is something about weddings that brings out the best in people. It is the one day in their life when they say – ‘Go on, put another stick of butter in that cake mix’ and ‘Why stop at one? Let’s have two inches of creamy thick icing.’


      As a result, the cake was so good that after one bite you had to quickly take a drink, because there was so much sugar in the icing, the process of osmosis caused it to suck all the moisture out of your mouth. Nanny Piggins was in heaven. She stopped speaking altogether for a full two minutes and just made noises like, ‘Mmmmmm-mmmm’ and ‘Aaaaah-mmm’ as she ate.


      When they finally left the reception after saying goodbye to everyone and promising to come to the first anniversary party the following year, Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children returned home very satisfied.


      ‘What a wonderful day,’ declared Nanny Piggins.


      ‘It was good cake,’ agreed Derrick.


      ‘Good is not the word,’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘It was divine. We’ll definitely have to do that again tomorrow.’


      ‘Tomorrow?!’ exclaimed Samantha.


      ‘Oh yes,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘The doctor said Hans will be out of action for at least a fortnight. I can’t go a whole two weeks without eating another cake like that.’


      ‘But Nanny Piggins,’ said Samantha. ‘It’s one thing to gatecrash one wedding. But to gatecrash two weddings. That’s just naughty.’


      ‘Don’t worry,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I wasn’t planning to gatecrash two weddings.’


      ‘Good,’ sighed Samantha.


      ‘I was planning to gatecrash another three,’ said Nanny Piggins, taking out a crumpled list from her pocket. ‘The caterer gave me the skinny on where all the weddings are happening across town tomorrow.’


      ‘We’re going to gatecrash three weddings in one day?’ asked Derrick.


      ‘Don’t think of it as gatecrashing,’ advised Nanny Piggins. ‘Gatecrashing is wrong. No, what we are doing is providing entertainment in the form of our delightful company in exchange for a small sample of their wedding cake.’


      ‘Today you ate the entire second tier of the wedding cake all on your own,’ reminded Samantha.


      ‘For which the bride should thank me,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘You know what humans are like. Always watching their weight. She should be grateful I saved her from having all that cake lying around her home tempting her.’
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      And so, the next morning, Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children put on their best party clothes and headed out to celebrate the institution of marriage, again. Despite the children’s concerns about being thrown in jail for the serial theft of cake, they ended up having a wonderful day.


      All the weddings were very different. The Wong–Yap wedding had lion dancers (although Nanny Piggins could not understand why they used men in lion suits and not real lions). The Fitzgerald– FitzSimons wedding had a bouncy castle, which was a good idea in theory, but not so good in practice at an event where people are eating large amounts of food. (Fortunately the maître d’ had a hose handy.) But the Lee–Edwards wedding was the best as far as Nanny Piggins was concerned because they had a chocolate fountain. You were meant to dip strawberries in it. But no-one noticed when Nanny Piggins stuck her whole head under the warm chocolately flow (although it did have a spectacular effect on her hairstyle, and her hat was lost for three hours, until the father of the bride dipped in a strawberry and drew out the elegant bonnet).


      Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children returned home that night, very tired and very full of cake.


      ‘Well, that was fun,’ admitted Samantha, ‘but we aren’t going wedding crashing tomorrow, are we? We have school. And no-one gets married on a Monday.’


      ‘No, there will be no more wedding crashing,’ agreed Nanny Piggins.


      The children were relieved. After four weddings in two days they felt if they ate any more they would explode.


      ‘The wedding cakes were good, delicious even,’ continued Nanny Piggins. ‘But there was something lacking. I thought there was room for improvement.’


      ‘But you cried when you ate the chocolate orange layer cake at the Wong–Yap wedding because it tasted so good,’ said Michael.


      ‘Yes, but I was very hungry at the time,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘It was only when I ate my eighth slice that I began to realise there was room for improvement. Where were the chocolate chunks? Where were the chocolate sprinkles?’


      The children had no answers for these rhetorical questions.


      ‘Why were none of the four wedding cakes entirely dipped in chocolate?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      The children did not know.


      ‘It certainly would have been easy enough at the Lee–Edwards wedding. The chocolate fountain was right there,’ added Boris.


      ‘The world of wedding cake creation is obviously crying out for a new creative influence, a baker with a genius for cake, icing and visionary design,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘In short – they need me.’


      ‘What are you planning to do?’ asked Samantha, beginning to suspect that perhaps she would not be going to school tomorrow after all.


      ‘I am going to open “The House of Piggins”,’ said Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Why is she opening a house?’ asked Michael.


      ‘I think Nanny Piggins is talking about starting a wedding-cake-baking business,’ explained Derrick.


      ‘Piffle to that!’ admonished Nanny Piggins. ‘The House of Piggins will be more than a cake-baking business. It will be a design studio for cake-based art.’
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      And so The House of Piggins went into business and it was immediately a huge success. If anything, it was too successful, because the cakes were so good. If guests knew a House of Piggins cake was going to be served, they started yelling ‘Get on with it’ and ‘Where’s the cake?’ in the middle of the marriage ceremony.


      At one wedding the bride actually bolted halfway through the vows, not because she wanted to run out on the groom (she married him at a second ceremony later in the day) but because she wanted to get to the reception before anybody else and start eating the cake. (She had bought a wedding dress with an elasticated waist especially so she could eat lots and lots of it.)


      The vicar was very cross with Nanny Piggins. ‘Everyone has gathered here to celebrate the sanctity of marriage and that has been ruined by your cake,’ he accused.


      ‘Pish!’ retorted Nanny Piggins. ‘My cakes are single-handedly propping up the marriage rate. You should be thanking me. I’m bringing you business.’


      ‘But the institution of marriage is the most important thing about a wedding day,’ argued the vicar.


      ‘And it would be a much happier institution if married people ate more cake,’ argued Nanny Piggins.


      ‘I refuse to conduct any more weddings where you supply the cake,’ shouted the vicar.


      ‘I refuse to supply my cake to any more of your ceremonies!’ countered Nanny Piggins. She turned on her heel and marched out of the church. The children hurried after her.


      ‘But Nanny Piggins,’ said Michael, ‘you love making wedding cakes.’


      ‘Oh, I’m not quitting the wedding-cake business,’ declared Nanny Piggins. ‘I’m diversifying. I’m going to become a wedding celebrant! From now on I will supply the cake and the marriage ceremony.’


      And she was true to her word. Which meant the vicar soon found himself with a lot more free Saturdays, because ‘The House of Piggins Wedding Ceremonies’ became an instant hit.


      Nanny Piggins solved the problem of having guests and bridal party members making an undignified dash for the cake by borrowing her old cannon from the circus and starting each of her ceremonies by blasting cake over the congregation. She spattered them with delicious chocolate cake, lemon drizzle cake or sticky toffee surprise cake – whatever the bride and groom requested. The congregation enjoyed eating the impromptu snacks they scraped off their clothes, and it was quite an ice-breaker. (It also made Nanny Piggins tremendously popular with all the local drycleaners.)


      The House of Piggins Wedding Ceremonies was doing a roaring trade. Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children spent all week making the most fantastic cakes her mind could imagine (and she had quite an imagination when it came to cake) and then they would spend all Saturday and Sunday running one wedding after another.
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      One Monday morning after a particularly exhausting weekend of cake, cake and more cake, Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children were sitting around the kitchen table, girding themselves for another long week of cake-baking ahead (by eating a slice of cake) when they were interrupted by a knock at the door.


      ‘I wonder who that could be?’ said Boris.


      ‘If it is a young couple wanting to get married,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘tell them I’ve got a three-year waiting list for a full marriage service. Or they can come in now and I’ll marry them while I start work on the next cake, then to celebrate I’ll let them lick the spoon.’


      Michael rushed back a moment later. ‘It’s not a couple,’ he said. ‘It’s a Herald.’


      ‘As in “Hark the Herald Angels Sing”?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      A man dressed in purple tights, crimson bloomers and an old fashioned velvet tunic with gold trim stepped into the room, and blew a trill on a trumpet. Everyone flinched, partly because unaccompanied trumpet music is dreadful, but mainly because it is a tremendously loud noise in an enclosed space.


      ‘Hark,’ said the Herald.


      ‘Ooo, it is just like in the song,’ said Nanny Piggins.


      ‘I come with great tidings from the Royal Palace of Molavadina,’ said the Herald. ‘Her Royal Highness the Princess Annabelle has requested your immediate presence in the principality, to assist in the preparations for her imminent nuptials.’


      ‘Her immi-what-whats?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘She’s getting married soon,’ explained Samantha.


      ‘Ooooh,’ said Nanny Piggins, catching on. ‘The Princess wants a cake.’


      ‘His Royal Highness the King of Molavadina,’ continued the Herald, ‘has a private jet waiting to fly you out to the principality immediately.’


      ‘I will need to bring my elite cake-making team,’ said Nanny Piggins shrewdly.


      ‘Who?’ asked Michael.


      ‘Shhh,’ chided Derrick. ‘I think she means us.’


      ‘Of course,’ said the Herald. ‘His Highness has decreed that no expense be spared in making Princess Annabelle the finest wedding cake ever made.’


      ‘That would have to be pretty fine,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I made a triple-choc fudge cake last week that was dangerously good.’


      The children nodded their agreement. (In the end Nanny Piggins had decided the cake was too good to use at a wedding and they had eaten it all themselves. Nanny Piggins reasoned that it would be unfair to start the young couple off with a cake that good, because then they would spend every day for the rest of their marriage moaning about how they wanted another slice.)
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      Nanny Piggins and her elite cake-making team soon arrived at Molavadina. (She had recruited Hans into the team because she thought she could use some professional help. And also because she still felt guilty about his accident, and wanted him to have a nice overseas holiday.) The capital was a beautiful city with cobbled roads, and narrow little shops weaving up the steep hillside to the royal castle at the cliff top overlooking the sea. When they got to the castle they were immediately taken to meet Princess Annabelle.


      Nanny Piggins instantly knew she was in the presence of a kindred spirit, for the Princess was eerily beautiful, which was surprising because extremely chubby women are not normally thought of as the beautiful type. But Annabelle was undeniably so, particularly when she spoke of cake. The happy subject made her cheeks glow and her eyes sparkle.


      ‘Now,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘I am planning to make you my standard wedding cake. That is an octo-choc-chocolate cake with extra chocolate.’


      ‘What’s that?’ asked Princess Annabelle.


      ‘A chocolate cake with chocolate icing, chocolate filling, chocolate sprinkles, chocolate chips, solid chocolate base, solid chocolate on top, and chocolate cream,’ explained Nanny Piggins. ‘Have I forgotten a chocolate?’


      ‘Entirely dipped in chocolate,’ reminded Michael, who had been counting them off on his fingers.


      ‘Oh yes,’ said Nanny Piggins.


      ‘That’s eight types of chocolate,’ said the Princess. ‘But what about the extra chocolate?’


      ‘It is served with a piece of chocolate on the side,’ explained Nanny Piggins.


      ‘That sounds perfect,’ exclaimed the Princess, clapping her hands with delight. ‘Do you have a picture you could show me?’


      ‘Of course,’ said Nanny Piggins, handing Princess Annabelle a sheet of paper, ‘Here is a drawing I whipped up on the plane.’


      ‘Oh,’ said the Princess, her face dropping slightly. ‘It looks delicious, but it just looks like a regular chocolate wedding cake.’


      Nanny Piggins smiled. ‘That is because it is a scale drawing. You see the bride and groom on the top of the cake?’ Nanny Piggins pointed to the figurines at the top of her design.


      ‘The little figurines, yes,’ said the Princess.


      ‘They aren’t little figurines,’ explained Nanny Piggins. ‘That’s you and the Duke. I am making a cake big enough to have real people as the cake toppers.’


      Princess Annabelle’s eyes boggled. ‘But then the cake must be ten metres tall!’


      ‘Fifteen,’ corrected Nanny Piggins. ‘I don’t believe in half measures.’


      ‘I love it!’ cried the Princess, ‘I must have this cake.’


      ‘But that’s not all,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I’ve spoken to some of my friends at NASA, and in exchange for my ongoing silence about a certain international incident that took place earlier in the year, they are lending me a hydraulic system.’


      ‘I don’t understand,’ said the Princess.


      ‘After the ceremony,’ explained Nanny Piggins, ‘you will be lowered by hydraulics into the cake, so you and your groom can eat your way out while the guests eat their way in.’


      Princess Annabelle started to cry tears of joy. She also hugged Nanny Piggins tightly while sobbing, ‘Thank you, thank you all of you. This is going to be the best wedding ever.’
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      So Nanny Piggins and her team set to work. It was a good job they brought Hans with them. His piping skills were invaluable and by sitting up on Boris’ head, he was able to reach up to decorate the first three metres of the cake. (He had recovered well from his baker’s elbow.) Plus it turned out that Hans knew quite a lot about cake engineering. It was his idea to insert long chocolate rods into the cake for extra support.


      When the big day arrived, the cake-makers were exhausted but proud. Not since the construction of the Taj Mahal had a man-made (or in this case pig-made) structure been assembled that was so magnificent. Tourists were already coming to the island just to have their picture taken with it (and secretly lick the icing when no-one was looking).


      The wedding was to be held at midday, so after she finished piping the entire first chapter of her favourite romance novel along the side of the cake, Nanny Piggins got dressed in her marriage celebrant’s robes (an off-the-shoulder evening dress made entirely out of chocolate bar wrappers, which still contained chocolate, just in case she got peckish during the ceremony) and went down to the castle courtyard where the wedding was to be held.


      As Nanny Piggins stood on top of the giant cake facing the Duke of Sloblavia (having been raised up there in a cherry picker), she got her first good look at the groom. He was tall, which Nanny Piggins knew from reading romance novels was supposed to count for something. And his face was classically handsome. But he was not an attractive man because the expression on his face was so miserable.


      ‘Have you recently lost a pet?’ Nanny Piggins enquired sympathetically.


      ‘I’m not here to make chit-chat. Why can’t we just get on with it?’ asked the Duke stroppily.


      ‘Because the bride hasn’t arrived yet,’ explained Nanny Piggins slowly, beginning to be concerned the poor groom had suffered a head injury.


      ‘That would be right …’ muttered the groom. ‘Typical woman.’


      ‘What did you say?’ asked Nanny Piggins, beginning to glower.


      But at this moment they were interrupted by Michael rushing to the side of the cake and yelling up, ‘Nanny Piggins, you’d better come quickly!’


      ‘What’s the matter?’ called down Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Probably can’t decide which shoes to wear,’ muttered the groom. ‘Ridiculous females.’


      Nanny Piggins turned back to bite him, but Michael wailed, ‘Please, Nanny Piggins, come quickly.’ She slid down the solid chocolate fireman’s pole conveniently built into the back of the cake (all structures over ten metres’ tall have to have an emergency exit) and hurried off with Michael.
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      When Nanny Piggins arrived at the Princess’ bedroom it was to find Her Royal Highness face down on her bed, weeping loudly.


      ‘What’s the matter?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘She hasn’t lost a pet, has she? I don’t understand why everyone is in such a bad mood. In most countries weddings are celebrated as happy occasions.’


      ‘Tell Nanny Piggins what you told us,’ Samantha urged.


      Princess Annabelle raised her face from her pillow long enough to wail, ‘I don’t want to marry the Duke!’ before breaking into wracking sobs.


      ‘Then why on earth did you say you would?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘I just wanted a wedding so I could have one of your wedding cakes,’ sobbed the Princess.


      ‘Oooooh,’ said Nanny Piggins. As a cake lover herself, this made complete sense to her.


      ‘But you didn’t need to get engaged to that awful man just to have one of my cakes,’ said Nanny Piggins, sitting down next to the Princess and giving her a hug.


      ‘But Daddy wouldn’t have paid for it unless it was for a wedding,’ said the Princess.


      ‘Nanny Piggins would have made you a cake anyway,’ said Derrick. ‘She makes cakes for everyone.’


      ‘When you have a talent such as mine it is important to share it,’ agreed Nanny Piggins.


      ‘But you needed Daddy’s deposit to rent the hydraulic system from NASA,’ wept the Princess. ‘I thought a lifetime of being married to a miserable bore would be worth it for the chance of being lowered into a fifteen-metre-high octo-choc-chocolate cake with extra chocolate, and eating my way out. But now I realise it’s not.’


      ‘Tell Nanny Piggins the rest,’ urged Samantha.


      ‘There’s more?!’ asked Nanny Piggins, thinking this day was getting to be even more exciting and dramatic than an episode of The Young and the Irritable.


      ‘I’ve fallen in love with another,’ sobbed Princess Annabelle.


      ‘With another wedding cake?’ asked Nanny Piggins. She was struggling to keep up.


      ‘Oh no,’ Princess Annabelle assured her, clutching Nanny Piggins’ hand. ‘My heart is forever true to your cake. No, I’ve fallen in love with another man.’


      ‘Really?’ said Nanny Piggins, thinking of all the very unimpressive courtiers she had met during her stay and trying to work out which one was the least revolting. ‘Who?’


      Princess Annabelle began to look a little sheepish at this point. ‘Hans,’ she whispered.


      ‘The baker?!’ yelped Nanny Piggins. She did not begrudge Hans the happiness of having a Royal Princess fall in love with him – no-one deserved joy more than him after all the cake-related bliss he brought to others. But the thought of anyone loving Hans entirely took her by surprise. You see, Nanny Piggins was so in love with Hans’ baked goods, it never occurred to her to think of him in any other way.


      ‘These past few days, watching him beat eggs, melt butter and wedge silver balls into four-inch thick chocolate icing – he stole my heart. I’ve never seen a more attractive man,’ gushed Princess Annabelle.


      ‘Of course,’ said Nanny Piggins. Now that she thought about it she realised that falling in love with a master baker was the most sensible thing she had ever heard of. It was a wonder that there weren’t hordes of women in love with Hans and trying to beat down his shop door. But most people are terribly superficial and would be put off by the fact that he was very short and hairy. (If he was not a man, Hans would have made an excellent bearded lady.)


      ‘But now Daddy is going to make me marry that odious Duke,’ wept Princess Annabelle.


      ‘He smells as well?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘Who knew one man could have so very many faults.’


      ‘We can’t let Princess Annabelle marry into a lifetime of misery,’ said Samantha.


      ‘Of course not,’ agreed Nanny Piggins. ‘If I did, I’d have to hand in my The Young and the Irritable fan club card from shame.’


      ‘But what can we do?’ asked Derrick. ‘This is a castle surrounded by guards, and built on an island in the middle of the sea. They aren’t going to let us just waltz off with their Princess.’


      Nanny Piggins was rubbing her snout – something she always did when she was thinking hard. ‘Don’t worry, I am having the beginnings of a brilliant idea,’ said Nanny Piggins.
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      A short time later, Nanny Piggins was standing toe to toe with Princess Annabelle’s father, yelling at him.


      ‘If you can’t find the Princess, then I’m taking my cake and going home!’ yelled Nanny Piggins.


      ‘The wedding will go ahead as planned and that is an order!’ barked the King.


      ‘Your men have been searching for an hour and they haven’t found the Princess or the baker she fell in love with. I can’t dillydally here all day, I’ve got the Partridge–Dingleberry wedding cake to make back at home,’ said Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Fine,’ said the King. ‘Take your cake and go! I’ve got better things to do than stand around arguing with a pig.’


      ‘I didn’t know you were arguing with the Duke as well,’ said Nanny Piggins, looking over her shoulder to see if he was there.


      ‘He means you,’ said Derrick.


      ‘He does? Oh yes, of course, even I forget I’m a pig sometimes,’ said Nanny Piggins.


      The King was just leaving the room to find some more people to yell at when Nanny Piggins called after him. ‘May we borrow your biggest helicopter? It’s just that I don’t think the airlines will let us take on a fifteen-metre-tall cake as hand luggage.’


      ‘Do what you like,’ snapped the King.


      Ten minutes later Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children were safely inside the helicopter and flying back home. And as I’m sure you have cleverly figured out, Princess Annabelle and Hans the baker were hidden inside the cake, which was hanging beneath the helicopter as it sped over the ocean.


      ‘Do you think they’re all right down there in the cake?’ asked Samantha.


      ‘Of course they are,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘They have each other, they have true love, and they have three metric tonnes of octo-choc-chocolate cake. What more could a young couple ask for?’
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      Nanny Piggins was standing at the bottom of a long trench in Mr Green’s front garden, digging. For once she was not her usual glamorous self. She had mud smeared on her face, hair and Chanel satin dress. She had sweat on her brow. And she was cross.


      ‘Can we get you anything?’ asked Derrick.


      The children were standing at the top of the trench, watching their nanny work. They had offered to help. But Nanny Piggins was such a ferocious digger that standing anywhere near her when she had a shovel in her hands meant they tended to get showered with dirt.


      ‘You can get me a good stick to hit your father with,’ muttered Nanny Piggins as she kept digging. For it was Mr Green with whom she was cross.


      Earlier that day she had been having a long luxurious bath when inspiration had struck. She suddenly thought of the most delicious way to make orange and poppy-seed cake even yummier (it largely involved leaving out the poppy seeds and replacing them with chocolate chips. But there were other subtle alterations as well). Naturally Nanny Piggins had to write it down immediately, and being in the bathroom the only tools to hand were a mascara brush and toilet paper. Nanny Piggins used up two rolls as she meticulously jotted down all the intricacies of her new recipe. When she got out of the bath Nanny Piggins felt triumphant. Not only did she have a marvellous new recipe that she could not wait to try out, she also looked fabulous (bathing in chocolate milk always did wonders for her complexion).


      But this is where the story takes an unhappy turn. You see, Nanny Piggins rushed to her bedroom to put on her best baking dress, an Yves Saint Laurent cocktail dress. (Nanny Piggins always saved her best clothes for baking. She thought a baking session was a far more important event than a wedding, state dinner or awards night.) But when she returned to the bathroom she was horrified to see Mr Green shoving the last of her toilet paper recipe into the toilet and reaching for the flush button.


      ‘Don’t touch that flusher!’ screamed Nanny Piggins.


      Mr Green flinched. He hated being confronted by women at any time. But to be confronted by a woman in his very own bathroom was just wrong.


      ‘It’s my house, I’ll do what I like,’ said Mr Green, his finger beginning to depress the button.


      ‘Noooooooooooo!!!’ yelled Nanny Piggins, hurling herself at Mr Green. But it was too late. A pig cannot change the laws of physics. Even though it only took her a split second to leap across the bathroom, slam into Mr Green’s chest and knock him to the floor, his finger had managed to move the few millimetres needed to depress the button even quicker. When Nanny Piggins looked into the toilet bowl it was to see the last square of mascara-scrawled paper spiralling into the S-bend.


      ‘How could you?’ demanded Nanny Piggins, turning on Mr Green.


      ‘I won’t have toilet paper left strewn about my bathroom like the aftermath of some undergraduate prank,’ said Mr Green self-righteously.


      ‘Would you flush the Mona Lisa down the toilet?’ demanded Nanny Piggins. ‘Would you flush the Venus de Milo down the toilet?’


      ‘It would be hard to get a marble statue down a toilet,’ said Derrick. (The children had come running when they heard their nanny start yelling.)


      ‘What are you talking about?’ spluttered Mr Green. ‘That toilet paper wasn’t valuable, was it?’ The idea of losing something of monetary value appalled Mr Green.


      ‘No, it wasn’t valuable,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘It was priceless! It was a work of culinary art of a quality not seen since Great-Great-Great-Great-Great-Great-Great-Grandma Piggins invented the chocolate éclair in 1819!’


      ‘What are you saying?’ asked Mr Green. He found it hard to follow what Nanny Piggins was talking about at the best of times, but it was even more difficult when the nanny was shaking him and banging his head against a towel rack.


      ‘You lost her cake recipe,’ explained Michael.


      Nanny Piggins sat down on the floor and wept.


      ‘This is ridiculous,’ said Mr Green as he stood up and straightened his clothes. ‘All this fuss over a cake recipe.’


      Nanny Piggins looked up. ‘What did you say?’ she whispered.


      Mr Green was afraid. The only thing more alarming than being yelled at and manhandled by his nanny was being whispered at with contained rage.


      ‘Quick, Father,’ urged Samantha. ‘Run!’


      Mr Green did not need to be told twice. He leapt out the door, sprinted down the stairs and crashed out through the front door, running as fast as he could to get away from his house. (Living with Nanny Piggins had actually been good for Mr Green’s health. Running away from her had given him a lot of aerobic exercise.)
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      So that is how Nanny Piggins came to be digging a trench in the front garden. She was trying to find the waste pipe from the toilet so she could smash it open and retrieve her recipe before it was swept out into the sewerage system.


      ‘But surely even if you find the toilet paper,’ said Samantha (kindly because she did not want her Nanny to fly into another rage), ‘you won’t be able to read it because it will be soaked in water?’


      ‘Not at all. I used waterproof mascara!’ said Nanny Piggins proudly. ‘So if I can unravel the wet wad of paper the recipe should still be clearly written. If not, I shall be going down to the cosmetics factory tomorrow to bite a few shins. Now where’s Boris? Has he got me that jackhammer yet?’


      ‘Here I am,’ said Boris happily, as he entered the front gate and passed the large wrecking tool down to his sister. ‘The men from the building site said you can have it for as long as you like, as long as you promise to make them some more of those scones with jam and cream.’


      ‘Okay,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Ear protection on, everybody. I’m going to crack open this pipe.’


      The children shoved earplugs in their ears. They had come to carry earplugs at all times. Since Nanny Piggins had come to live with them, they never knew when a cannon would be fired, a stove was going to explode or a Scottish pipe band would pay them a visit. Nanny Piggins may have had a reckless disregard for safety in most respects, but she was a stickler for ear safety. As she often told them: ‘The only ringing you want in your ears is the type you get after sustaining a nasty head injury.’


      Nanny Piggins turned on the jackhammer. You never would have thought that a petite pig such as herself, being only four foot tall and weighing forty kilograms, would be able to control such a large piece of equipment designed for use by big burly men. But Nanny Piggins had a way with anything that was powerful, loud and dangerous, so she soon had the pipe smashed open.


      ‘Aha! I see the toilet paper!’ yelled Nanny Piggins delightedly.


      The others did not respond because they still had their earplugs in and could not hear a word she was saying. But they could see their nanny lie face down in the mud, reach her trotter up the pipe and pull out a great big sodden lump of mascara-smeared paper.


      ‘My recipe!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins happily.


      ‘Hurray!’ cheered Boris and the children.


      The recipe was so wet it was translucent and fragile. Nanny Piggins held it carefully in her trotters.


      ‘Are you sure you are going to be able to read that?’ asked Michael.


      ‘Of course!’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘If they can figure out who a jewel thief is from something as teeny tiny as his fingerprint, or figure out who Bethany’s real father is (her favourite character from The Young and the Irritable) from something as microscopically minute as DNA, then there must be some scientist brilliant enough to be able to restore my recipe from this.’ She proudly held up the sodden lump.


      The children looked down at it doubtfully.


      ‘Sarah Matahari Lorelai Piggins?’ An official-sounding man interrupted the moment.


      Nanny Piggins looked up to see two men in grey suits peering down into the trench.


      ‘You can’t have my sodden lump!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins, quickly holding her recipe behind her back.


      ‘That’s all right, Miss,’ said the older of the two men. ‘We haven’t come for your lump. I’m Special Agent Worton, this is Special Agent Egner and we’re from the SSBI.’ The two men held up official government identification.


      ‘The Secret Society of Blithering Idiots?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘Because if I’ve told them once, I’ve told them a thousand times, I am not giving the keynote speech at their conference.’


      ‘No, we’re from the Secret Scientific Bureau of Investigation,’ said Special Agent Egner.


      ‘I’ve never heard of it,’ said Nanny Piggins.


      ‘That’s because it’s secret,’ said Special Agent Worton.


      ‘So is the truth about the Loch Ness Monster,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘but we all know what really lives at the bottom of that Scottish lake.’


      The children looked at each other in confusion. They did not.


      ‘It’s a giant pig with scuba gear,’ whispered Boris. ‘Gillian McPiggins, one of Sarah’s more eccentric cousins.’


      ‘You can’t take our nanny away,’ said Samantha, stepping between the special agents and her nanny. ‘You just can’t.’


      ‘Sure, technically, she does occasionally break the law,’ added Derrick, ‘but she always does it for the nicest possible reasons.’


      ‘Or because she’s hungry,’ added Michael.


      ‘Now everybody calm down,’ said the special agent. ‘We are not here to take anybody or any sodden lumps away.’


      They all collectively breathed a sigh of relief.


      ‘We’re here because we need your help,’ said Special Agent Worton.


      ‘Why didn’t you say so?’ asked Nanny Piggins. She enjoyed helping the government. It meant she had something to bargain with next time she got caught doing something wrong, ‘Someone hold my toilet paper so I can climb out of this trench.’
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      Ten minutes later, after Nanny Piggins had had a shower (rest assured, using a lot of soap. Hygiene is very important after you have been digging up sewer pipes), she whipped up some chocolate-chip brownies, and they all sat around the kitchen table eating and talking.


      ‘So how can I help you?’ asked Nanny Piggins between chewy chocolate mouthfuls.


      ‘It’s about your identical twin sister,’ said Special Agent Worton.


      ‘Which one?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘Anthea, Beatrice, Abigail, Gretel, Deidre, Jeanette, Ursula, Nadia, Sophia, Sue, Charlotte, Wendy or Katerina?’


      ‘Deidre,’ said Special Agent Egner.


      ‘Yuck, not her!’ said Nanny Piggins.


      ‘What’s wrong with Deidre?’ asked Michael.


      ‘Is she insane?’ asked Samantha.


      ‘Is she a criminal?’ asked Derrick.


      ‘Does she have a weird love of vegetables?’ asked Michael


      ‘Worse,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘She’s a nuclear physicist.’


      ‘Really?’ said Boris. ‘I didn’t know you had any academics in your family.’


      ‘Pish!’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘If you can call nuclear physics academic. There’s more ground-breaking scientific research in cake-baking if you ask me.’


      The children looked unconvinced.


      ‘You tell me why the cake doesn’t stick to a non-stick pan then?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      The children shrugged. That definitely was a mystery.


      ‘Actually your sister isn’t just an ordinary nuclear physicist anymore,’ said Special Agent Worton. ‘She is a world famous professor. The whole scientific community is in awe of her latest research.’


      ‘That’d be right,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Scientists are easily excited. Somebody leaves an orange to go mouldy, the mould just happens to cure all bacterial infections, they call it penicillin and everyone in the scientific community practically wets themselves.’


      ‘You don’t understand,’ said Special Agent Egner. ‘Your sister, Professor Deidre Piggins, has made such an amazing discovery that the Nobel Prize committee wants to award her the Nobel Prize for Physics.’


      ‘Those hacks,’ said Nanny Piggins, rolling her eyes. ‘They still haven’t given me my Nobel Prize for physics for my extensive work on the projectile capabilities of a pig. Even after I wrote and offered to demonstrate by blasting them all out of a cannon myself.’


      ‘Yes, but your sister –’ began Special Agent Worton.


      ‘I don’t want anything to do with her,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Sure, she is my sister and I love her. But if she has invented some new way to turn unstable radioactive material into a nasty great big nuclear bomb, I shall be really cross.’


      ‘No, you don’t understand,’ said Special Agent Egner. ‘She was the world leader in weaponised nuclear physics, but then last year she had a breakthrough. She was trying to find a new way to make a bomb that didn’t only kill people but cockroaches as well, when she stumbled across a new way to harness nuclear energy. She invented the world’s first nuclear-powered ice-cream maker.’


      ‘Really?’ said Nanny Piggins, finally impressed. ‘I guess her Piggins blood is beginning to show through.’


      ‘It is an astonishing breakthrough,’ explained Special Agent Worton. ‘With this technology we’ll be able to end world hunger forever. And not with those tasteless dehydrated ration packs the UN drops on villages, but with tens of thousands of litres of the most delicious creamy ice-cream.’


      ‘How wonderful,’ said Nanny Piggins, dabbing away a tear of pride. ‘But what has that got to do with me. Do you need someone to test the ice-cream? Because my skills at eating ice-cream are superior even to my sister’s skills at doing really tricky sums.’


      ‘No, that’s not it,’ said Special Agent Egner. ‘We need you to be your sister.’


      ‘No way!’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I absolutely refuse to get an advanced degree in anything that involves mathematics.’


      ‘No, you don’t understand. We just need you to pretend to be your sister at the Nobel Prize presentation ceremony,’ explained Special Agent Worton. ‘You see, because her ice-cream technology is so revolutionary, and potentially so lucrative, every government in the world wants to kidnap her and put her to work for them.’


      ‘I understand,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘And knowing my bookish sister, she is not as deft at biting shins and fighting off kidnappers as I would be.’


      ‘According to our file on you,’ said Special Agent Egner, ‘you have successfully fought off 289 kidnap attempts from one Mr T. Ringmaster alone.’


      ‘So you’re perfect. You’ve had all the training you need,’ enthused Special Agent Worton.


      ‘Hmm,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Of course you’re right. I am perfectly suited to thwarting international espionage agents. But you are overlooking one major detail.’


      ‘We are?’ said the special agents.


      ‘Yes,’ continued Nanny Piggins. ‘How can I impersonate my sister when I look nothing like her?’


      ‘I thought you and your sisters were identical fourteenuplets,’ said Derrick.


      ‘Yes, but we are only identical genetically,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘My sister Deidre has long curly blonde hair and wears glasses. So we look nothing alike.’


      ‘We thought of that,’ said Special Agent Egner, opening the aluminium briefcase he had handcuffed to his wrist. ‘Try these on.’


      He handed Nanny Piggins a wig and a pair of purple square-framed glasses.


      Nanny Piggins deftly put them on and turned to face the children. They gasped in shock. It was like looking at an entirely different pig.


      ‘Sarah, is that you?’ asked Boris, beginning to weep a little. He got terrible separation anxiety whenever he thought his beloved sister had somehow disappeared in front of his very eyes.


      ‘Yes, it’s still me,’ said Nanny Piggins, lifting the glasses and winking at them. They all breathed a sigh of relief.


      ‘All right, I agree to do it,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘But I will have to bring my brother and the children.’


      ‘But it will be dangerous,’ protested Special Agent Egner.


      ‘All the more reason to bring Boris,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘He is a Russian ballet dancer and therefore very good at weeping dramatically. And I find nothing gets assistance faster than a 700-kilogram bear lying on the floor, sobbing.’


      ‘But the children,’ protested Special Agent Worton. ‘You can’t bring them. It’s not safe.’


      ‘It will be safer than leaving them with their father,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Last time I popped out for twenty minutes leaving him in charge, he tried to kill them.’


      ‘Really?’ said Special Agent Egner, genuinely shocked.


      ‘He fed us high-fibre breakfast cereal,’ explained Samantha. ‘He didn’t realise Nanny Piggins felt so strongly about bran.’


      ‘Believe me, they’ll be much better off in the firing line of international agents,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Being bundled into the back of a waiting helicopter and flown off to a secret island never did a child any harm. But who knows what damage that breakfast cereal would have done if I had not returned in time to smack the box out of Mr Green’s hand and throw it out the window?’
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      And so Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children were soon jetting to Stockholm for the Nobel Prize ceremony. Nanny Piggins was already wearing her wig and glasses and operating under her assumed identity. Special Agent Worton tried to use the time to coach Nanny Piggins on the speech Deidre had written.


      ‘I can’t read this!’ protested Nanny Piggins. ‘It’s written in Swedish!’


      ‘No, those are physics terms,’ explained Special Agent Worton. ‘Do you want me to explain them to you?’


      ‘I’d rather you didn’t, thank you very much,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Unless this is physics for: “Where is the nearest chocolate vending machine?” it’s of no use to me.’


      At this moment the air hostess interrupted to offer them all a snack. ‘Peanuts?’ she asked.


      Nanny Piggins was just about to put the peanuts in her pocket, in case she should meet any monkeys in Stockholm, when she looked up and caught the air hostess’ eye.


      ‘Wait a minute,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘You look familiar. Have we met before?’


      ‘No,’ said the air hostess, a little too quickly.


      ‘Take off your jaunty little air hostess cap,’ ordered Nanny Piggins.


      ‘You can’t make me,’ said the air hostess, backing away.


      ‘Oh yes I can!’ said Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Sarah!’ exclaimed Boris. ‘Don’t attack the air hostess. She hasn’t served the in-flight meal yet!’


      But it was too late. Nanny Piggins and the air hostess were wrestling on the floor. And it was a surprisingly even match. Nanny Piggins gave the air hostess a good bite on the shin. But the air hostess gave Nanny Piggins a good tug on her wig. Nanny Piggins whacked the hostess on the head with an in-flight entertainment guide. The air hostess tried to shove a sick bag up Nanny Piggins’ nose. So there was a great deal of rolling about while they alternated between one of them yelling ‘Take that!’ and the other yelling ‘Ow!’, before Nanny Piggins finally leapt up holding a red wig and the jaunty little stewardess cap.


      ‘Aha!’ shouted Nanny Piggins. ‘I knew it! You’re no air hostess. You’re my identical fourteenuplet sister Wendy!’


      Everyone was shocked.


      ‘Another one?!’ exclaimed Michael.


      ‘Which one is Wendy?’ Samantha asked Boris.


      ‘The evil one,’ whispered Boris.


      The air hostess got to her feet and, if not for the fact that she was wearing an air hostess uniform, it would have been impossible to tell her apart from Nanny Piggins.


      ‘I’m hijacking this plane!’ announced Wendy.


      ‘Why?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘Airline food isn’t that good.’


      ‘I’ve been paid to kidnap you,’ explained Wendy.


      ‘Well, you won’t be paid today,’ announced Nanny Piggins, ‘because I’m not Deidre, I’m Sarah.’ Nanny Piggins whipped off her own wig and glasses, revealing her beautiful brown bob.


      ‘No!’ gasped Wendy. ‘I don’t believe it. How do I know you’re not just Deidre wearing a wig, on top of a wig, as a brilliant double disguise?’


      ‘When have you ever known Deidre to do anything that clever?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      Wendy nodded. She had to concede her sister was right.


      ‘I’m arresting you for attempting to kidnap a physicist!’ declared Special Agent Worton.


      ‘I’d like to see you try!’ said Wendy as she ripped off her stewardess blazer, revealing the micro-parachute she had strapped to her back, then wrenched open the plane door (causing the plane to decompress and peanuts to go everywhere, much to Boris’ distress), then leapt out into the blue sky.


      The children (who fortunately were safely strapped in their seats. Which just goes to show you should always obey the seatbelt rules on a plane just in case a pig does try to hijack it) looked out the window and watched their nanny’s evil twin sister plummet back to earth.


      ‘Will she be all right?’ yelled Samantha over the roar of air whipping out of the cabin.


      ‘Of course,’ shouted Nanny Piggins. ‘She may be evil, but she’s still a Piggins.’


      In the far distance, Wendy Piggins’ parachute popped open.


      Inside the aeroplane cabin Nanny Piggins managed to restore calm by getting Boris to sit in the open doorway. His bottom was large enough to completely block it, without there being any chance of him accidentally getting sucked through. (The only way he had got in the plane was by coming through the baggage hold, then punching a hole up through the cabin floor.)


      After they touched down safely, Nanny Piggins, Boris, the children and the special agents managed to make it to the awards ceremony with only two more kidnap attempts.


      The first one Nanny Piggins managed to thwart by smacking the kidnapper hard on the nose with a rolled up newspaper and sending him to sit on the naughty step to think about what he had done (a trick she had picked up from Nanny Anne; the only useful thing Nanny Anne had ever taught her. And rest assured, Nanny Piggins would only ever do something so degrading to an international espionage operative who had been really, really naughty).


      She then thwarted the second kidnap attempt even more ingeniously by offering the kidnapper a slice of chocolate cake. The kidnapper was so unused to such kindness he immediately burst into tears, said ‘thank you’ and ran off to eat his cake quietly in his hotel room while planning a new career path.


      When they arrived at the awards ceremony Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children did not know what to expect. They knew the Nobel prizes were important, but they did not realise there would be quite so many pompous overdressed Swedish people everywhere.


      ‘I didn’t realise it was such a formal event,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I haven’t brought a thing to wear.’


      ‘Don’t worry,’ said Special Agent Egner. ‘We have flown in a leading Paris fashion designer to dress you.’


      ‘Hah!’ scoffed Nanny Piggins. ‘I’m not letting any of those amateurs anywhere near me. I saw their spring range. And if sweater vests are back then I’m a monkey’s uncle.’


      ‘Well, you are a monkey’s aunt,’ pointed out Boris. ‘Remember your little niece Bobo.’


      ‘Regardless,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘I shall dress myself. Give me a moment.’ Nanny Piggins disappeared into the kitchen.


      ‘Do you think she’s gone to get herself a snack?’ asked Derrick.


      ‘If she has, I’m sure she’ll bring back plenty to share,’ said Boris.


      Nanny Piggins emerged a few moments later but not carrying food. She was dressed immaculately in a black tail coat and white tie. Nanny Piggins rarely wore men’s clothes, because she always suspected they had not been washed properly, but when she did she looked spectacular.


      ‘Where did you get the suit?’ asked Samantha.


      ‘One of the waiters,’ explained Nanny Piggins. ‘He swapped it for a slice of chocolate cake I had in my handbag.’


      ‘It’s lucky you brought that chocolate cake,’ said Michael.


      ‘Luck has nothing to do with it,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘A lady should always carry a chocolate cake. It is much more useful than a handkerchief or lipstick … or any of the other ridiculous things women usually carry around.’


      ‘You can’t accept the Nobel Prize wearing men’s clothes,’ protested Special Agent Worton.


      ‘Why not?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘At least I’ve combed my hair, which is more than you can say for most scientists. Why is it that studying for a PhD makes a person forget how to use a hairbrush?’


      The special agents decided not to argue the point and simply ushered Nanny Piggins into the theatre, and to her seat in the front row.


      The ceremony was incredibly boring. Partly because it was in Swedish, partly because all the speeches were done by old people who talked slowly, but mainly because the talk was all about science and how important it was.


      So the only interesting thing about the night was when Nanny Piggins periodically leapt to her feet yelling, ‘What a pack of lies!’ or ‘Baloney,’ or ‘No, I take that back, it discredits the deliciousness of baloney to associate it with your pack of lies.’


      Eventually the ceremony dragged on to the important part as far as the Pigginses were concerned – the Nobel Prize for Physics.


      The awards presenter spent so long sonorously blathering about Deidre’s achievements that Nanny Piggins fell asleep twice before Deidre’s name was finally announced. Then she leapt up on to the stage, dipped her head to accept the prize (a large gold medal) and took the microphone.


      ‘Why don’t one of you brilliant scientists invent a boredom-detecting microphone?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘Then it could cut off fools like you before you even got started.’


      ‘The speech, give your sister’s speech,’ hissed Special Agent Egner from the auditorium.


      ‘Oh yes, the speech,’ said Nanny Piggins, taking the crumpled piece of paper from her pocket. She wiped the chocolate smears from the page and started reading. ‘Ladies and gentlemen of the Academy, it is a great honour … blah blah blah … let me just skip to a good bit here … Nope, there are no good bits. I’ll just wing it.’


      Nanny Piggins crumpled up the speech and put it back in her pocket.


      ‘I’d like to begin,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘by denouncing Alfred Nobel. We all know he only set up the Nobel Prize because he felt guilty about inventing dynamite. But what I want to know is why are there only prizes for physics, chemistry, medicine, literature and peace? He would have been much better off giving out prizes for achievement in cake-baking, fairy-floss turning and chocolate-treat manufacture. You know, rewarding people who actually do good in the world. In fact, in my opinion, Alfred can take this prize and –’


      But the audience never got to find out what Nanny Piggins thought they could do with the award because at that moment the back doors of the theatre crashed open and another impossibly glamorous pig with long blonde curly hair and square-framed purple glasses burst into the auditorium.


      ‘Don’t listen to that pig,’ declared the newcomer. ‘For I am the real Professor Deidre Piggins. She is nothing more than my sister Sarah Piggins, the world’s most glamorous flying pig.’


      Everyone gasped.


      ‘Here, take your Nobel Prize, I don’t want it anyway’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I don’t have anything a gold medal would go with. Except perhaps my Olympic medal. But I don’t wear that often either.’


      ‘How dare you hijack my award with your own personal political dessert-related views,’ accused Professor Deidre Piggins, as she walked down the central aisle towards the stage.


      ‘What are you doing here anyway?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘I thought the risk of you being kidnapped was too great.’


      ‘Hah!’ said Professor Deidre Piggins. ‘Who would have the audacity to kidnap me here at the Nobel Prize ceremony?’


      Unfortunately, at that very moment Professor Deidre Piggins found out. For there was a loud BOOM! overhead. Then the SMASH! of a piece of falling roof. And before Professor Piggins even had time to brush the plaster out of her (uncombed) hair, Wendy Piggins had abseiled down, grabbed Deidre and pressed a button on her utility belt, causing them both to be whipped back up into the sky, where they were carried off by a waiting helicopter.


      The whole audience sat in completely silent, open-mouthed awe. They could not believe that they had seen two identical pigs. But to see three identical pigs in one room – one of whom was a Nobel Prize winner, another who was a brilliant international espionage agent and a third who was an imposter, formerly known as the world’s greatest flying pig – it was too much for their enormous brains to comprehend.


      Nanny Piggins was the first to collect herself. ‘Where was I before I was rudely interrupted?’ she asked. ‘Oh yes, I was listing the reasons why the Nobel prizes are stupid …’


      Nanny Piggins spoke for two hours on the topic and it turned out to be an enthralling speech. Later at the post-awards cocktail party the chairman of the prize committee was most apologetic when he discovered who Nanny Piggins really was. It turns out the Nobel Committee had been trying to award the Nobel Prize for Physics to Nanny Piggins for the last ten years, but due to the Ringmaster’s tax avoiding ways, they could never find her postal address.


      Fortunately there was an engraver on hand, so Nanny Piggins’ name was added to her sister’s award. The chairman also promised to introduce a prize for baked goods as soon as possible, perhaps by dropping the prize for chemistry. Because really, baking was chemistry without all those boring equations.
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      And so, the next day Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children were back in their front yard filling in the trench (the special agents had flown them back as quickly as possible before there could be any more international incidents).


      ‘Aren’t you worried about your sister?’ asked Samantha.


      ‘Not at all,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘She has a PhD in weaponising nuclear technology. If she can’t blast her way out of a prison cell then she really is a silly-billy.’


      ‘Don’t you feel guilty about taking her Nobel Prize?’ asked Michael.


      ‘Of course not,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘The Nobel Committee said they would give her another one when she resurfaces. ‘Until then she’d hardly have much opportunity to wear it, being a hostage in a secret foreign location, would she? And really, if she wanted to improve her appearance she should do something about her hair before she starts trying to wear ostentatious gold jewellery.’


      ‘Are you going to ask the agents from SSBI to help you restore your toilet paper orange and poppy-seed cake recipe?’ asked Samantha.


      ‘No,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘On the flight back I had an even better idea about how to improve it.’


      ‘You did?’ asked Michael.


      ‘Yes, in the toilet paper recipe I took out the poppy seeds and replaced them with chocolate chips,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘But just think, if I took out the orange as well, and replaced it with melted chocolate, why, that would be the best orange and poppy-seed cake ever.’


      And it was brilliant lateral thinking like this that made the children realise their nanny truly did deserve her Nobel Prize.
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      ‘Aaa-aa-aaa-aa-aaaah!’ screamed Nanny Piggins as she swung across Mr Green’s front yard, wearing nothing but a faux fur jungle dress.


      Nanny Piggins and the children were playing Tarzan. They had been unable to decide who was going to be Tarzan and who would be Jane, because none of them wanted to be Jane. It was boring to be constantly spraining your ankle and falling in quicksand so, as a compromise, they decided they would all be Tarzan.


      At first their game was inhibited by the fact that there was no jungle and, therefore, no jungle vines in Mr Green’s front yard. But Nanny Piggins soon fixed that by borrowing all Mr Green’s silk ties (again), stringing them together and hanging them from the trees. The silk was a little slippery, but Nanny Piggins found that dipping them in some good gritty mud and letting it dry solved that.


      Obviously there were no evil oil magnates or chimpanzee poachers on their street, but Nanny Piggins and the children still found plenty to do. They terrified a salesman from the telephone company and they caught the Avon lady in their elephant trap (a large pit Nanny Piggins dug on the nature strip, then covered in palm leaves). So they were having a tremendous afternoon.


      Nanny Piggins was just swinging across the garden screaming ‘Wooo-hooooo!’ (she felt Tarzan’s dialogue needed broadening) in search of ne’er-do-wellers to wrestle when she suddenly and unexpectedly slammed into a brick wall.


      ‘Ooomph!’ said Nanny Piggins, then ‘Ow!’ when she slid down the brick wall and hit the ground. ‘I don’t remember there being a brick wall in the middle of the garden,’ she complained, rubbing her head.


      ‘Um … Nanny Piggins,’ said Derrick nervously. ‘It’s not a brick wall.’


      Nanny Piggins looked up to see a fully grown African elephant standing over her. Now, when she was standing up Nanny Piggins was only four foot tall, but at this moment Nanny Piggins was sitting on her rather sore bottom, so the ten-foot-tall 4500-kilogram elephant towered over her in a most intimidating way. But of course Nanny Piggins was never intimidated by a 100-times difference in size.


      ‘Esmeralda!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘How wonderful to see you.’


      ‘Sarah?’ said the African elephant. ‘Is that you? I didn’t recognise you in your faux fur. Although it’s very becoming, you should dress like a leopard more often.’


      ‘Thank you,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I think I’ll wear it next time I have to go down and argue with Headmaster Pimplestock. Apart from looking fabulous, it allows for a lot of flexibility of movement, which is so important when you need to put somebody in a headlock.’


      ‘But on a more shocking note,’ said Esmeralda, pointing to the nature strip with her trunk, ‘did you know somebody has dug an elephant trap out the front of your house? Those things are so dangerous. I could have sprained my ankle. And if you get stuck in the bottom of one it can be terribly boring if you haven’t got a magazine with you.’


      ‘I’m sorry, Esmeralda. I’m afraid I dug that. I know it was insensitive of me,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘but we so rarely see large African wildlife in our street I didn’t think there would be any harm. I’ll have Boris fill it in immediately.’


      ‘Is Boris here too?’ asked Esmeralda. ‘I’d love to see him again. Kodiak bears and giraffes are the only animals I don’t have to speak down to.’


      ‘So, to what do we owe the pleasure of your visit?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘My visit?’ asked Esmeralda.


      ‘Why are you here?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Um …’ said Esmeralda. ‘I can’t remember.’


      ‘I thought elephants were meant to have good memories,’ Michael whispered to Nanny Piggins.


      ‘I’m afraid that is just a sarcastic joke,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘They have terrible memories. But no-one ever likes to say so to an elephant’s face in case the elephant turns around and sits on them.’


      ‘Perhaps I wrote a note on my hoof?’ said Esmeralda. ‘I often do that if it’s something important. Can you see if there is a note down there? I’d look myself but my feet are a long way away and I don’t have my glasses with me.’


      ‘There is a note on this foot,’ said Samantha, crouching by Esmeralda’s front left hoof.


      ‘What does it say?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Visit Sarah Piggins,’ read Samantha.


      ‘Not terribly helpful,’ said Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Hang on,’ said Michael, ‘there’s a note on this hoof too.’ He was crouching by the front right foot.


      ‘Oh good,’ said Esmeralda. ‘What does that one say?’


      ‘Run away from circus,’ read Michael.


      ‘Does that jog your memory?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Let me see …’ said Esmeralda as she scratched her head with her trunk. ‘Run away from circus … visit Sarah Piggins … now why would I write that? Oh my goodness! I remember why I had to run away!’


      ‘Why?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      Esmeralda burst into tears. ‘It’s too dreadful. I don’t want to talk about it.’


      ‘There there,’ said Nanny Piggins, giving Esmeralda’s leg a comforting hug. ‘I think you need to come inside for a slice of cake and some hot chocolate. You’ve obviously been through a terrible ordeal.’


      ‘Thank you,’ sniffed Esmeralda.


      ‘Um, Nanny Piggins,’ said Derrick. ‘How are we going to get her inside? She twice as big as the front door.’


      ‘We’ll take her in through the front window,’ said Nanny Piggins.


      ‘But she’s three times as big as that,’ protested Michael.


      ‘Yes, but if she demolishes that wall, we’ll just tell your father a runaway car hit it,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘He can’t get cross about that.’
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      And so five minutes and considerable structural damage to the house later, they were all sitting around the kitchen table listening to Esmeralda’s tale of woe.


      ‘Ever since he left it’s just been awful,’ wept Esmeralda.


      ‘Since who left?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Since … what’s his name … short man … big bottom, red coat …’ Esmeralda struggled to remember.


      ‘The Ringmaster?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Yes, the Ringman! That’s it,’ said Esmeralda. ‘Ever since he left it’s been terrible.’


      ‘But surely you don’t like the Ringmaster?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Like him?’ asked Esmeralda, ‘Oh, no no no. He is a very wicked man. He kidnapped me all those years ago. He told me he had a packet of peanuts in the back of his cargo ship if I just cared to look, and by the time I finished eating them we had set sail for Mauritius.’


      ‘Typical,’ said Nanny Piggins, shaking her head.


      ‘And whenever he wants me to do something really dangerous like jump through a flaming hoop or ride a really tiny bicycle without wearing a helmet, he whips a mouse out of his pocket to scare me,’ complained Esmeralda.


      ‘She is afraid of mice?’ whispered Samantha.


      ‘A very rude mouse once yelled at her using some extremely crude language and she has been terrified of mice ever since,’ explained Boris.


      ‘But I don’t understand,’ said Derrick. ‘If the Ringmaster has been so wicked to you, why are you upset he is gone?’


      ‘Upset?’ asked Esmeralda. ‘Yes … why?’ She sipped her hot chocolate as she tried to remember. ‘Oh yes, I remember. Because it’s so boring.’


      ‘Boring?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Yes, boring,’ said Esmeralda. ‘Ever since he’s gone no-one has been kidnapped, we’ve all been paid every week and there haven’t been any serious injuries as a result of him selling the essential safety equipment. It’s positively tedious.’


      ‘It does sound a little dull,’ admitted Nanny Piggins.


      ‘It’s like having a normal job,’ said Esmeralda.


      ‘Urgh,’ shuddered Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Exactly,’ agreed Esmeralda.


      ‘But surely there’s still the thrill of performing in front of the crowd?’ asked Samantha.


      ‘That’s just it,’ explained Esmeralda. ‘The crowds have stopped coming. Barely anybody turns up now. Don’t get me wrong, Rosalind is trying her best to run the circus, but a bearded lady just doesn’t have the right skill set. She doesn’t have the Ringmaster’s … what’s the right word?’


      ‘Showmanship?’ guessed Derrick.


      ‘Flare?’ guessed Michael.


      ‘Panache?’ guessed Samantha.


      ‘She’s not a big lying crook?’ guessed Nanny Piggins.


      ‘That’s it!’ agreed Esmeralda. ‘The Ringmaster had such a knack of making everything sound exciting with exaggerated publicity. Then he makes the show live up to the audience’s expectations by setting something or somebody on fire when everybody least expects it.’


      ‘I remember the time he set fire to my cannon,’ reminisced Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Oh yes, that was a good one,’ agreed Boris. ‘When your cannon exploded it was spectacular. And when you chased the Ringmaster around the Big Top, whacking him on the bottom with his own riding crop, it was even better.’


      ‘Such a big bottom, it was no chore,’ said Nanny Piggins.


      ‘If you are unhappy at the circus, why did you come here?’ asked Derrick. ‘This is just the suburbs. It’s hardly very glamorous.’


      ‘Oh I knew if Sarah was here there would be excitement,’ said Esmeralda. ‘I might not remember much but I know that wherever Sarah is, fun is sure to follow.’


      ‘Well, you must stay and be our guest until you decide what you want to do next,’ said Nanny Piggins graciously.


      ‘But, Nanny Piggins,’ said Samantha, ‘what about Father?’


      ‘What about him?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘What will he say when he sees an African elephant in his house?’ asked Michael.


      ‘He hasn’t noticed Boris living in the shed,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘so why would he notice Esmeralda?’


      ‘She’s much bigger,’ said Samantha, turning to Esmeralda. ‘Excuse me, but you are.’


      ‘It’s all right, African elephants aren’t thin-skinned,’ said Esmeralda. ‘You’re thinking of rhinoceroses.’


      ‘Physically Esmeralda may be a trifle larger than Boris,’ conceded Nanny Piggins, ‘but she is much less prone to bursting into ballet. So, if anything, I think your father is even less likely to notice her.’
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      And, as ever, Nanny Piggins’ prediction proved to be correct. Over the following week, Mr Green did not notice the African elephant sunbathing in his garden or doing the crossword in his living room. In fact, he even sat in the dining room with Esmeralda for half an hour one morning without noticing her at all, except to say ‘pass the salt’. (Of course Esmeralda did not pass him the salt. She thought he had enough sodium in his diet and did not want to make him bloated.) Aside from noticing that he had not had to mow the lawn for a while (Esmeralda was eating the grass), Mr Green had no suspicion that he was secretly harbouring an African elephant at all.


      But it was not all loafing about the house. Nanny Piggins was a good hostess and she saw to it that Esmeralda enjoyed the excitement she had been missing from her life. Nanny Piggins took Esmeralda down to school to show her where people imprisoned their children five days a week (regardless of whether or not they had tidied their bedrooms). She showed her the bathroom with hot-and-cold running water (a thing the Ringmaster had been telling them for decades was a myth that did not exist). And she showed Esmeralda the supermarket where there was an entire row devoted to chocolate and sweets. (Nanny Piggins did not so much show Esmeralda this aisle – they spent the whole day there eating their way through all the packets.) Altogether Esmeralda had a marvellous voyage of discovery.


      ‘I feel so cosmopolitan,’ said Esmeralda, ‘experiencing all these new and strange things from an exotic foreign culture.’


      ‘We’re not an exotic foreign culture,’ protested Derrick.


      ‘Of course you are. People go to Africa to stare in amazement at elephants all the time,’ explained Nanny Piggins. ‘So you shouldn’t be surprised when an elephant wants to stare in amazement at you.’


      ‘Yes, you’re much more peculiar than elephants,’ agreed Esmeralda. ‘In Africa all we do is stand around chatting and trying not to be eaten by lions. But you do the most spectacularly bizarre things every day.’


      ‘Like what?’ asked Samantha.


      ‘The fact that you even leave the house amazes me,’ said Esmeralda, ‘when you’ve got something as marvellous as television sitting right there in your living room.’


      ‘The greatest invention ever made by man,’ agreed Nanny Piggins. ‘Well, the second greatest, after the chocolate bar, of course.’


      Just then there was a knock at the front door.


      ‘Who could that be?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘It’s not me, because I’m here,’ said Esmeralda helpfully.


      ‘I’ll get it,’ said Boris. (It was safe for him to answer the door because the truancy officer was scared of bears and would run away screaming.)


      A few moments later he returned. ‘Look who it is!’ exclaimed Boris. ‘It’s Alistair, Min, Ki-Hoon, Dexter and Amy. And Kevin is out on the front yard eating Mr Green’s dahlias.’


      ‘Oh my goodness!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘It is wonderful to see you all. What a tremendous surprise.’


      ‘Who are they?’ Michael whispered to Esmeralda.


      ‘I don’t remember,’ said Esmeralda.


      ‘Alistair is the knife thrower, Min and Ki-Hoon are the Flying Lee Brothers, Dexter is the stilt walker and Amy guesses people’s weights,’ explained Nanny Piggins.


      ‘And who is Kevin?’ asked Michael, concerned in case there was a velociraptor in their front garden.


      ‘He’s a camel,’ explained Boris. ‘He doesn’t have a circus skill as such, except for an amazing tolerance for small children who want to ride him. He only bites one or two per day. And spits on just two out of every three mothers.’


      ‘So what are you all doing here?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘If you are on the run from the law you are most welcome to hide in our basement til nightfall.’


      ‘We’re here because Esmeralda invited us,’ said Alistair.


      ‘I did?’ asked Esmeralda.


      ‘What a good idea!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘We’ll have a house party.’


      ‘Um, Nanny Piggins,’ said Samantha. ‘While it is always lovely to have house guests, surely we don’t have room for five circus performers and a camel?’


      ‘Six circus performers and a camel,’ corrected Dexter. ‘Rosalind is parking the car.’


      ‘Rosalind!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘How can she run away from the circus? She is supposed to be running it.’


      ‘Well she is a bearded lady first and foremost,’ Alistair reminded her, ‘and you know what circus folk are like – so unreliable.’


      All eight circus folk in the room nodded at the wisdom of this.


      ‘Don’t worry,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘You’re all welcome to stay here and take as long as you need to recover from your ordeal at the circus.’


      ‘But what is Father going to say?’ asked Derrick.


      ‘If he does notice our house guests I’ll simply tell him they are plumbers that have come to fix the pipes,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘His dread fear of tradespeople will ensure he never makes any attempt to speak to them or make eye contact. And if he’s not making eye contact I doubt he’ll notice that Rosalind is a gorgeous blonde bombshell with a waist-long beard.’


      At that moment Rosalind herself burst into the kitchen, then burst into tears and wrapped Nanny Piggins in a hug. Boris, being a bear, and therefore a great bear hugger, could not resist joining in. And since circus folk are naturally affectionate sorts, it was not long before they were all enjoying an enormous group hug. Which Nanny Piggins followed up with an enormous amount of cake. Then after refreshments she took them out to show them all the exciting things she had been showing Esmeralda. (She knew Esmeralda would enjoy it too because she would not remember having seen them the first time.)


      And so the circus stars began what became a wonderful ten-day holiday with the Green family. They loved everything Nanny Piggins planned for them – the meals, the adventures, then more meals. And they were just as fascinated as Esmeralda in the peculiarities of regular life.


      Dexter could not get over how people did not steal mail when you could so easily reach in and take it out of a mailbox. Amy was amazed that pet shops sold goldfish but not piranhas, which were, in her opinion, the most practical type of pet fish to own (it saved you having to take kitchen scraps to the bin). And the Lee brothers could not believe the way people just walked everywhere with no swinging, twirling or even somersaulting.


      But they all agreed that the single most astounding discovery from the Green’s suburban life was Mr Green himself. The circus stars found him a constant source of wonder. In their guise as plumbers they would often carry wrenches into his office, tapping on the walls saying, ‘Just looking for pipes’ so they could stare at him some more. They could not get over how utterly boring he was. He was always either reading legal papers or being angry because his time was being wasted not reading legal papers.


      ‘He’s amazing,’ marvelled Amy. ‘It’s like his face was moulded out of plasticine that has sagged in the sun.’


      ‘Who would have thought that one man could scowl so much?’ agreed Dexter.


      ‘And pick his nose so much,’ added Esmeralda, ‘when he thinks no-one is looking.’


      ‘Normally no-one does look at him,’ explained Samantha.


      ‘True,’ agreed Nanny Piggins, ‘but in the circus it is customary to stare at freaks, not shun them.’


      ‘If you want to hear him be really boring,’ suggested Michael, ‘try asking him about his nut allergy.’


      The circus performers rushed off to do just that.
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      Altogether Nanny Piggins, Boris, her friends and the children were enjoying a marvellous house party. That was, until one morning at breakfast, when Nanny Piggins was steaming open Mr Green’s mail and she found his credit card bill.


      ‘Oh dear,’ said Nanny Piggins.


      ‘What’s wrong?’ asked Boris.


      ‘As you know,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘occasionally, when my ten-cent-an-hour salary proves insufficient for the educational activities I plan for the children, I add a little something onto Mr Green’s credit card account.’


      ‘If he is going to leave his credit card lying around in his wallet, in his locked sock drawer, in his locked bedroom, then clearly on a subliminal level he is crying out for you to memorise the numbers and work out how to forge his signature,’ agreed Boris.


      ‘Of course,’ concurred Nanny Piggins. ‘And he never notices because I stick two pages of his bill together or apply liquid paper over one or two of the more inflammatory purchases.’


      ‘Also because he is scared of you,’ added Derrick. ‘And if it isn’t too much he doesn’t want to argue about it.’


      ‘That too,’ conceded Nanny Piggins. ‘But I think, this month, in my efforts to be a good hostess to our house guests, I may have taken things a little too far.’


      The children were immediately alarmed. Their nanny always took everything too far. So for her to be saying she had taken things a little too far, they knew that meant she had done something impossibly ridiculous.


      ‘What do you mean?’ asked Samantha.


      ‘Well, there are a couple of items listed here,’ said Nanny Piggins as she looked over the credit card bill, ‘that I think may catch your father’s attention. For example, the two thousand dollars I spent having camel feed flown in from Afghanistan.’


      ‘But that was delicious,’ protested Kevin the camel.


      ‘I’m sure it was,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘but I’m afraid that Mr Green is not a gourmet. There is also the $800 I had to pay the real plumber to come and unblock the toilet.’


      Esmeralda blushed. ‘I said I was sorry. I didn’t realise human toilets had such a limited capacity.’


      ‘Nobody is blaming you, dear,’ said Nanny Piggins reassuringly. ‘It’s just that with the $1500 to get the chandelier replaced when Min and Ki-Hoon used it to demonstrate their quadruple flip, and the shampoo and conditioner costs for maintaining Rosalind’s beard, these things add up.’


      ‘Just because I have a great big beard doesn’t mean I don’t like to look nice,’ sniffed Rosalind, her eyes beginning to water. (Running the circus had been such a strain she was still prone to bursting into tears for next to no reason.)


      ‘I’m not blaming anyone,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Money spent on enjoying a good holiday is an excellent investment that should never be regretted. I just think that perhaps we need to find a way to raise a little money and pay off ten or twenty thousand dollars of this bill before Mr Green sees it. After all, if he dropped dead of a heart attack it would be very inconvenient. I might not automatically get custody of the children. The authorities are very funny about letting single nannies adopt. And for some inexplicable reason they’re even funnier about single pigs.’


      ‘But how are we going to raise thousands of dollars?’ asked Rosalind. ‘The Ringmaster wanted me to raise five million dollars for his bail money. But it’s not as easy as it sounds. The banks don’t like it when you try to rob them. Even if you ask nicely and say please.’


      ‘Hmm,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Leave it with me. I’m pretty good at coming up with money-making schemes, provided someone else takes care of the money and doesn’t let me spend it on chocolate.’
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      As it turned out, Nanny Piggins had to look no further than their front gate for an idea. You see, ever since the circus performers had turned up at their house, all the local children (and many children who caught the bus or cycled over from other neighbourhoods) would spend hours each day peering over the Green’s front fence, hoping to catch a glimpse of an African elephant learning to tap dance (Boris had been giving Esmeralda lessons), or a knife thrower whittling a duck whistle out of a block of wood five metres away, or Nanny Piggins herself bursting out into the backyard with a burning saucepan after she tried using a flame thrower on her crème brûlée.


      ‘Perhaps we could charge the children a little something to come in and have a look around?’ mused Nanny Piggins.


      ‘But there are only fifty kids out there,’ said Derrick. ‘You’d have to charge them $200 each.’


      ‘Oh no no no,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘that’s much too steep. Even if they did have $200 each I would not approve of them spending any less than $199.50 on chocolate and sweets. So the most I could possibly charge would be fifty cents.’


      ‘But that would only get us twenty-five dollars,’ said Michael. ‘That wouldn’t pay off Father’s credit card bill.’


      ‘True, but it would be seed money,’ argued Nanny Piggins. ‘Once we had twenty-five dollars we could invest it.’


      ‘Invest it in what?’ asked Derrick suspiciously.


      ‘Cake ingredients of course,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Once I convert the money into cake, a truly delicious cake of course, I’ll easily be able to recoup tens of thousands of dollars.’


      ‘Are you sure about that?’ asked Michael.


      ‘Oh yes,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘It’s all about marketing. Even an average-tasting chocolate mud cake will sell for $500 if you stand outside a Weight Watchers meeting waiting for the poor miserable women inside to come out.’


      ‘So you’re going to charge fifty cents for them to come in and have a look around?’ asked Samantha, worried by any of her nanny’s plans that sounded so simple.


      ‘And perhaps put on a little show,’ said Nanny Piggins.


      ‘A little show?’ asked Derrick.


      ‘Oh yes,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘A little backyard circus, just a few friends improvising a simple show to amuse the local children.’
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      Five hours later, the word having spread about this simple backyard circus, there were now six hundred small children hanging over the Green’s front fence and the Green’s backyard had been entirely transformed.


      Nanny Piggins’ idea of simple and small differed greatly from the standard dictionary definitions. She had gone around to see the retired army colonel (who was deeply in love with her) and borrowed his biggest tent. Once they had erected the tent, Ki-Hoon and Min took the chandelier from the Green’s living room (it was already wrecked so they thought it might as well be put to good use) and set it up as a trapeze swing. Boris’ shed had been transformed into a freak show alley where Rosalind would horrify the children with tales of her arduous beard-care regime. Kevin the camel was going to give rides. The Green children were in charge of selling tickets and refreshments (cake). And Nanny Piggins had ‘borrowed’ a piece of stormwater pipe from a local building site which she had converted into a cannon to blast herself into the sky, for the grand finale of the show.


      ‘I can’t believe you’ve managed to put all this together and Father still hasn’t noticed,’ marvelled Samantha.


      ‘I gave him a turkey sandwich for lunch,’ explained Nanny Piggins. ‘He’ll be asleep for hours. Which is a good thing, because he’s going to be the star of our show.’


      ‘He is?!’ exclaimed the children.


      ‘You’re not going to blast him out of the cannon, are you?’ worried Samantha.


      ‘Not that we’d mind if you did,’ added Michael.


      ‘No, he’s going to be part of the freak show,’ explained Nanny Piggins. ‘Children will be able to pay ten cents to behold the world’s most boring man.’


      ‘Surely no-one will pay that?’ said Derrick.


      ‘Ah, you only say that because you get to see your father every day,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Do not underestimate Mr Green. His boringness truly is world class. Kevin and Alistair have each paid Rosalind ten cents for a peak themselves. And they are professionals who get to see freaks every day.’


      ‘Sarah! Are you ready?’ called Boris. ‘It’s time to open the gates and I don’t think we should delay. Some of the children are already getting paling marks on their faces where the crowd has pushed them against the fence.’


      ‘All right, I’ll come and make an announcement,’ said Nanny Piggins. She went over to the front fence where the huge crowd of children fell silent. ‘Boys and girls, you are about to see sights that will shock, appal, delight, disgust and amaze you – sometimes all at the same time. After this afternoon your lives will never be the same again. Which I know is a risk, doing something utterly wonderful at your age could make the rest of your lives pale in comparison. But hopefully it will have the opposite effect and give you higher standards. Instead of learning clarinet, now you will go home and learn clarinet while balancing three chairs on your nose. Instead of learning to ride a bicycle, now you will learn to ride an elephant through a flaming ring of fire. So please, step right up, hand over your fifty cents and prepare to have the most extraordinary afternoon of your lives.’


      Nanny Piggins’ backyard circus began. The children were astounded by the death-defying feats of the Flying Lee Brothers. They were delighted by Boris and Esmeralda’s soft shoe routine (although many of them had to leap out of the way when the dancers came too close. To be stood on by a Kodiak bear would be painful, but to be stood on by an African elephant would be tragic). And Mr Green’s one-man freak show did a roaring trade. There was a constant stream of children lining up to watch him snoring away in his office armchair while Rosalind drew their attention to his most notable features.


      ‘Behold the way, as he sleeps, drool oozes from his mouth!’ said Rosalind.


      ‘Ew!’ exclaimed the children.


      ‘And observe his fingernails,’ continued Rosalind, ‘that he never cleans no matter how much he picks his nose!’


      ‘Yuck! Gross! Blurgh!’ wailed the children (some with weaker stomachs actually threw up at this point).
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      After the circus had been running for three hours and over a thousand children had been through the gates, Nanny Piggins came over to where Derrick, Samantha and Michael were selling tickets to see how it was going.


      ‘We’ve made $512!’ said Michael.


      ‘Excellent!’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘We’ll be able to make a lot of cake with that.’


      ‘And then sell the cake,’ said Samantha.


      ‘Yes, and sell some of the cake,’ agreed Nanny Piggins. ‘It’s time to wrap things up. I’ll tell Boris to break out the flaming hoops. And I’ll wheel in my cannon.’


      Unfortunately, at that moment, the festivities were interrupted by the piercing sound of an approaching siren. The children would have made a run for it but Esmeralda was doing her stretching exercises by the back gate, thereby blocking their escape.


      ‘Oh no, the police,’ wailed Samantha.


      ‘It can’t be the police,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘The Police Sergeant would never be such a party pooper.’


      ‘It can’t be a fire engine,’ said Derrick. ‘Nothing’s been set on fire. Except Dexter’s stilts, and we put that out half an hour ago.’


      ‘And it can’t be an ambulance,’ said Michael, ‘because they don’t send ambulances here anymore unless they have verification from a responsible adult that there really has been an injury to a person and not a cake.’


      ‘Then who can it be?’ asked Nanny Piggins.
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      It turns out they were all right. It was not the police, an ambulance or a fire engine. It was the official car of the city’s Lord Mayor that screeched to a halt outside their house.


      ‘The Lord Mayor has a siren?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘He probably thought it would make him seem more important,’ guessed Boris.


      ‘Certainly nothing could make him seem less important,’ observed Nanny Piggins.


      A few moments later the Lord Mayor, wearing his full ceremonial robes and gold chains, strode into the Green’s backyard.


      ‘Who is in charge of this circus?’ asked the Lord Mayor.


      Rosalind was weeping in the corner so Nanny Piggins stepped forward. ‘I am.’


      The Lord Mayor strode over to her, then amazed the crowd far more than any acrobatics or freak show they had seen that afternoon by doing the most extraordinary thing. He handed Nanny Piggins a great big brown paper bag and whispered, ‘Here’s your payment. Sorry it’s a bit late this year, but with the Ringmaster in jail we didn’t realise that the arrangement still stood.’


      ‘Oh … thank you,’ said Nanny Piggins, trying to play along. But then she was undone by actually looking into the brown paper bag. ‘Leaping lamingtons!’ she exclaimed. ‘There must be $25,000 in this bag.’


      ‘Do you want more?’ asked the Lord Mayor nervously.


      ‘If you’re silly enough to give it to me, yes please,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘But first I’d like to know why you have given me this much.’


      ‘In this city we pride ourselves on being orderly, calm, relaxed …’ began the Lord Mayor.


      ‘You mean boring?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Precisely,’ agreed the Lord Mayor. ‘There are a lot of dull, boring people in the world and they need somewhere to live. So we encourage them to come and live here. To that end, for the last twenty years we have paid the Ringmaster not to bring his circus to this town.’


      ‘You’ve paid him $25,000 a year not to do a circus?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Yes,’ said the Lord Mayor. ‘Lots of towns do it.’


      The circus performers were all muttering among themselves now.


      ‘That’s appalling. I always knew he was a terrible crook,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘but now I realise he had even less excuse for refusing to buy chocolate biscuits for the break room.’


      ‘So could you wrap up this little shindig?’ asked the Lord Mayor.


      ‘Here,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘How about I give you $5000 back and we wrap it up in five minutes, just so we can finish the grand finale.’
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      So Nanny Piggins took $20,000 from the Lord Mayor, refunded all the entry fees to the children and gave them one last spectacle to behold. She climbed into her homemade cannon and blasted herself so high into the sky that when she came back down all the children had gone home and the circus tents had been packed away.


      Now that Nanny Piggins had the money to pay off the credit card bill, they did not have to worry about Mr Green having a cardiac arrest (at least not yet). And the circus performers decided to go home – to their real home, the circus.


      ‘Are you sure?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘You’re welcome to stay here as long as you like.’


      ‘No, doing your backyard circus has been so much fun,’ said Rosalind. ‘It has reminded us why we became freaks and outcasts from society in the first place. Because we are circus folk. It is who we are.’


      ‘You’re a wise bearded woman,’ said Nanny Piggins, giving her a hug.


      Saying goodbye to Esmeralda took a little longer because she had grown very fond of the children and kept trying to hug them. And also because she kept forgetting she was leaving, and would wander into the living room to watch TV. Eventually Alistair lured her on to the circus truck with a bag of peanuts (as the Ringmaster had done all those years ago).


      ‘I’ve had a lovely holiday,’ called Esmeralda through the open window. ‘I don’t remember much of it. But according to the notes the children have written on my hoofs, I’ve had a lovely time and I’m welcome to come again whenever I want.’


      ‘Don’t go!’ wailed Boris, breaking down and sobbing. ‘Who will I practise my tap dancing with now? You’re the only dance partner I’ve ever had who is tall enough to dip me.’


      ‘Don’t cry,’ said Esmeralda, patting Boris with her trunk. ‘I promise that if I meet any giraffes I’ll send them your way!’


      And so things returned to normal at the Green house. Except for the elephant trap on the nature strip. It was a week before Nanny Piggins remembered she was supposed to fill it in. And when she went out to do it, she discovered the truancy officer down there, in a very bad mood, having been trapped at the bottom for a fortnight.
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      ‘Don’t you just love Easter?’ beamed Nanny Piggins. ‘As far as holidays go it’s got everything going for it: fresh flowers, ostentatious hats and, of course, chocolate.’ Nanny Piggins smiled an even bigger smile before skipping happily towards the kitchen.


      ‘Yes, Easter,’ said Derrick.


      ‘Lovely,’ said Samantha.


      ‘Couldn’t be nicer,’ said Michael.


      ‘Always a favourite,’ said Boris. Once the door swung shut the children huddled around Boris to talk tactics.


      ‘Right, what are we going to do?’ asked Boris.


      ‘We tried locking her in the cellar last year and that didn’t work,’ said Michael.


      ‘We should have seen it coming,’ said Samantha, shaking her head. ‘We all know how good she is at tunnelling.’


      ‘We could lock her in the attic,’ suggested Derrick.


      ‘She’s a flying pig!’ exclaimed Boris. ‘She isn’t going to let a little thing like a double brick wall and an eight-metre drop keep her from the biggest chocolate-eating day of the year.’


      ‘What if we locked her in a safe first?’ suggested Samantha, ‘then locked the safe in the attic?’


      ‘That’s no good,’ said Boris. ‘My sister can get out of a safe faster than you can get out of a pair of leather trousers.’


      ‘It takes quite a long time to get out of leather trousers,’ said Derrick. (He knew this because he’d had an English teacher who made him play an Austrian goat herder wearing lederhosen in the school pantomime.)


      ‘My point exactly,’ said Boris.


      ‘We can’t just let her run loose like she did last year,’ said Samantha. ‘She scared children.’


      ‘She scared adults,’ added Derrick.


      ‘She made the Police Sergeant cry,’ added Boris.


      ‘And she ate so much chocolate she was in a sugar-induced coma for three days,’ added Michael.


      ‘Why don’t we try reasoning with her?’ suggested Samantha.


      ‘Ha!’ scoffed Boris. (Being Russian he was very good at making these sort of guttural noises.) ‘She would never listen to reasoned arguments when she could be eating a chocolate egg.’


      The children had to nod sadly at the truth of this.


      ‘If only there was some way we could show Nanny Piggins the effect she has on other people when she rampages through the neighbourhood, wildly gobbling chocolate,’ said Michael.


      ‘I’ve got it!’ exclaimed Derrick.


      ‘Got what?’ asked Boris. ‘Not lice I hope! It’s all right for you humans, you’ve only got hair on your heads. But when you’re a bear with lice, scratching is a fulltime job.’


      ‘No,’ said Derrick patiently. ‘I’ve got an idea of how we can help Nanny Piggins.’


      ‘Does it involve a blowgun and elephant tranquillisers?’ asked Michael.


      ‘No, although perhaps we should have those on stand-by in case my plan doesn’t work,’ said Derrick.


      ‘What’s your idea?’ asked Samantha.


      ‘Well,’ said Derrick. ‘We’ve been reading Charles Dickens at school.’


      ‘You poor boy,’ sympathised Boris, wrapping Derrick in a big bear hug. ‘Why didn’t you say so earlier? Dickens writes such horribly thick books and with such difficult big words, no wonder you have been looking wan lately.’


      ‘No, what I mean is, we’ve been reading A Christmas Carol,’ said Derrick through a mouthful of Boris’ fur. ‘The story of Scrooge.’


      ‘Oh, that’s not such a bad book,’ said Boris, letting Derrick go. ‘It’s much shorter than the others and it’s got ghosts in it so it’s very exciting.’


      ‘That’s right,’ said Derrick. ‘And the ghosts come to Scrooge in the night and show him how awful his behaviour is at Christmas.’


      ‘So we could do the same thing for Nanny Piggins,’ said Michael, catching on. ‘We could use ghosts to show Nanny Piggins what her Easter behaviour is like.’


      ‘But where are we going to find three ghosts?’ asked Boris. ‘I only know one and he isn’t very agreeable; all he ever says is “boo” or “whaaaaaggggggerrhhhh”.’


      ‘We’ll be the ghosts!’ announced Derrick.


      Boris grabbed Derrick and hugged him again, almost but not quite breaking all his ribs. ‘I admit that my sister’s Easter excesses need to be stopped, but I will absolutely not allow you to jump in front of a bus, just so you can become a ghost and re-enact a parable from nineteenth-century literature.’


      ‘It’s all right, Boris,’ squeaked Derrick. (It is hard to talk when your diaphragm is being crushed.) ‘I only meant that we should pretend to be ghosts.’


      ‘Ooooh,’ said Boris. ‘That’s a much better idea.’
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      When Nanny Piggins went to bed that night she was delirious with excitement. She loved Easter so much. Normally, when she was that excited she could not sleep at all. But on this occasion she had been excited all week, so after five nights of giddy anticipation, Nanny Piggins fell into a deep sleep as soon as her head touched the pillow.


      Now at this point I should take a moment to explain Nanny Piggins’ annual bout of uncharacteristically selfish behaviour. As anybody who has read Nanny Piggins’ adventures knows, she was usually a very generous soul. Even though she loved cake with every fibre of her being, she still, as a point of principle, always, always, always shared. But Easter was her blind spot.


      She could not wrap her mind around the concept that a chocolate egg hidden in someone else’s garden, in a street and suburb miles away from her own home, was not put there for her. As far as she was concerned, any chocolate left unattended in an open area was free game. As a result, she always ate dangerous amounts of confectionary on Easter Day. And a lot of children had very sad Easters where they found no eggs, and were left thinking the Easter Bunny had been very cruel in hiding his chocolate eggs in extraordinarily difficult locations. I know it does not sound logical, but in Nanny Piggins’ defence, it is hard to feel logical after you have eaten seven times your own body weight in chocolate.


      Now back to the story …


      Nanny Piggins had been asleep for some time when the window rattled. (Boris was standing outside on a ladder, pretending to be a spooky wind by shaking the window frame.) Next, a moaning sound came from outside the door. (Michael was pretending to be a ghost by re-enacting the sounds he made after last Easter’s stomach-ache.) Then smoke rolled in under the doorway. (Derrick was pretending to be an eerie fog, by standing outside the door with a pop-up toaster, purposefully burning toast.) Then, among the rattling, moaning and smoke, Samantha made her dramatic entrance.


      She was wrapped from head to foot in gold tinsel and wearing Mrs Simpson’s wedding dress. (Mrs Simpson had actually agreed to this, because she was so shocked when they asked. Nanny Piggins usually just took things and gave sorry gifts later.)


      ‘Whaooooaaaahhhh!’ said Samantha dramatically as she rolled into Nanny Piggins’ bedroom on a skateboard. You could not see the skateboard because the skirt of the wedding dress was so long, it looked like Samantha was floating into the room.


      Sadly, this spectacular cacophony of homemade special effects was wasted on Nanny Piggins, who continued to sleep soundly.


      ‘WwwhhhhaaooohhhhAAAAHHHHH!’ wailed Samantha even more loudly. But her nanny did not stir. ‘She’s not waking up,’ Samantha hissed to Derrick and Michael in the hallway.


      ‘Try this,’ said Derrick, as he put down his toaster and passed Samantha a chocolate bar.


      Samantha leaned forward and held the chocolate bar over the bed, then ever so gently rustled the wrapper.


      Nanny Piggins immediately sprang bolt upright. ‘Give me the chocolate!’ she demanded.


      Samantha put the chocolate bar back in her pocket. (Surprisingly Mrs Simpson’s wedding dress did have pockets, because Mrs Simpson, or Miss Paraskevopoulos as she was known at the time, knew that speeches at wedding receptions can be very dull so she wanted to have a novel on hand for secretly reading under the table.)


      ‘I am the Ghost of Easter Past!’ announced Samantha grandly.


      ‘Really?’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Because you are the spitting image of the little girl I look after. Have you met her? Her name is Samantha.’


      Samantha decided it was best to ignore her nanny’s insightful comment. ‘I am here to show you the Easters that have been!’ she declared. ‘Come with me!’


      Nanny Piggins scowled.


      Samantha realised what her nanny was thinking and corrected herself. ‘Please, come with me’.


      ‘All right then,’ said Nanny Piggins, smiling and jumping out of bed. ‘But it will have to be quick. I need my Easter sleep. I’ve got a big day of eating tomorrow.’


      Samantha led Nanny Piggins downstairs. (She had to get off the skateboard when she got to the staircase because she did not want to break her neck or tear Mrs Simpson’s wedding dress.) Then she took her into the living room, where the untuned television had been switched on. The black and white pixelated screen hummed and crackled.


      ‘Oh goody,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Are we going to watch TV? Because I haven’t had a chance to watch the episode of The Young and the Irritable that I taped earlier today. I’m dying to find out if Bethany’s eye-patch surgery was successful.’


      ‘No, we are going to watch home movies of your Easters past,’ intoned Samantha, with as much gravitas as she could muster, ‘so you can see what you have done.’


      A video crackled onto the screen. (Michael was operating the remote from behind the sofa.) The video showed Nanny Piggins a year earlier, looking fabulous, but not behaving in the most dignified way.


      ‘More more MORE,’ bellowed the on-screen Nanny Piggins as she ran around a stranger’s backyard, grabbing chocolate and chomping it up.


      ‘Wow,’ marvelled Nanny Piggins. ‘I think my athleticism when I’m hunting Easter eggs rivals even my athleticism when I am blasted out of a cannon.’


      ‘Keep watching,’ instructed Samantha sternly.


      On the video Nanny Piggins was eating more and more and more chocolate. It was becoming smeared all over her face, hair and Easter bonnet.


      ‘Oh dear,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Milk chocolate goes with almost everything, but it does not look particularly flattering with a floral dress.’


      The camera panned across to show two small children crying.


      ‘What’s wrong with those children?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘Why are they crying?’


      ‘You ate their Easter eggs,’ explained Samantha, still in her ‘Ghost of Easter Past’ voice.


      ‘Their Easter eggs?’ questioned Nanny Piggins.


      ‘They were hidden in their garden,’ added Samantha.


      ‘Then why didn’t they find them and eat them?’ asked Nanny Piggins, genuinely puzzled.


      ‘Because children aren’t allowed to get up at three o’clock in the morning and go running around in the dark,’ explained Samantha.


      ‘They’re not?’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘I always let Derrick, Samantha and Michael do that if they want to.’


      ‘Most parents make their children wait, at least until daylight, before they start their Easter egg hunt,’ said Samantha.


      ‘Really?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘Those poor children. I just assumed that all those eggs had been abandoned by a series of people who had suddenly and unexpectedly been diagnosed with diabetes.’


      ‘Now that you know what you have done,’ said Samantha, sounding as authoritative and dramatic as she could, ‘you may return to bed.’


      ‘Since we’re up, how about we watch The Young and the Irritable?’ suggested Nanny Piggins.


      ‘No, you must return to bed,’ said Samantha firmly.
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      Twenty minutes later Nanny Piggins was again in a deep sleep. Boris and the children had given up trying to wake Nanny Piggins with ghost effects. So Michael dressed up in Mr Green’s best bed sheet (they had sent Mr Green to bed on a bare mattress, explaining that his sheets had been confiscated by the dirty laundry police – an organisation that doesn’t exist, but certainly should), marched in and prodded Nanny Piggins with the fire poker while yelling, ‘WAAAKE UUUUUP!’


      Nanny Piggins stirred. ‘Did you want something?’ she asked, peering at Michael with bleary eyes.


      ‘I am the Ghost of Easter Present!’ announced Michael.


      ‘Present?!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘You’re giving me a present! How lovely. I thought that only happened at Christmas. I do love presents. They’re almost as good as Easter eggs.’


      ‘There will be no presents,’ declared Michael before his nanny could get carried away with that idea.


      ‘That’s a shame,’ said Nanny Piggins sulkily.


      ‘I am here to show you what you will do this Easter,’ intoned Michael.


      ‘Do I eat lots of chocolate?’ asked Nanny Piggins excitedly.


      ‘Oh yes,’ said Michael. ‘That is the problem.’


      ‘How can eating chocolate ever be a problem?’ puzzled Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Watch and learn,’ instructed Michael mysteriously.


      Just then the doors of Nanny Piggins’ walk-in wardrobe magically swung open. (It wasn’t really magic. Derrick did it with lengths of fishing line, but it looked magical.)


      Inside the wardrobe, which had been lit up like a Broadway play, stood Mrs Hesselstein, the chocolatier from the finest chocolate shop in town. Nanny Piggins did not often visit this marvellous establishment, because she found her chocolate dollar went much further at the worst chocolate shop in town. But Nanny Piggins still held the Hesselstein Chocolatorium in the high regard it deserved. Which is why it was so distressing for Nanny Piggins to see such an important person as Mrs Hesselstein loudly weeping.


      ‘Mrs Hesselstein. What’s wrong?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘She can’t hear you,’ said Michael.


      ‘Why? Has she forgotten to turn her hearing aid on?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘She can’t hear you, because this hasn’t happened yet,’ explained Michael. ‘This is a vision of what will happen later on today.’


      ‘Oh,’ said Nanny Piggins, not quite understanding, and beginning to feel uncomfortable to be watching such a fine chocolate artist feeling so unhappy.


      ‘Whoa is me,’ cried Mrs Hesselstein. ‘Easter is usually my best time of the year. But all my customers are angry with me, because someone bought all my chocolate, leaving none for anybody else.’


      ‘But who would do such a thing?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Alas, alack,’ wailed Mrs Hesselstein (who, while being a fine chocolatier, was quite a hammy actor), ‘I curse the day that the world’s most glamorous pig set trotter inside my store.’


      ‘A pig did it!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘Was it one of my evil identical fourteenuplet sisters?’


      ‘Oh Nanny Piggins,’ sobbed Mrs Hesselstein. ‘Why did you have to ruin my business?’


      ‘It was me!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘But where would I ever find that sort of money?’


      ‘You went on an internet auction site,’ explained Michael, in his Ghost of Easter Present voice, ‘and sold Father … I mean, Mr Green.’


      ‘What?’ queried Nanny Piggins. ‘Surely you mean I sold Mr Green’s car, or Mr Green’s stamp collection.’


      ‘No,’ said Michael firmly. ‘You sold Mr Green.’


      ‘But who would buy him?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Apparently a Bavarian business tycoon needed a particularly large paperweight,’ explained Michael solemnly. ‘And he thought Mr Green would be perfect – being heavy enough to hold down a large amount of papers, but biddable enough to get up and sit down again on new papers when told to.’


      ‘So last year I ate all the chocolate before anyone else could eat any,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘and this year I’m going to buy all the chocolate before anyone else can buy any?’


      ‘Exactly,’ said Michael.


      ‘Oh dear,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘It’s a good job I’m astonishingly beautiful, or I’d be very unpopular.’
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      Half an hour later Nanny Piggins was back in bed and drifting into a much less easy sleep. She was having dreams of weeping children and stubborn chocolate stains that would not come out no matter how hard she scrubbed. This was when Derrick entered.


      Nanny Piggins awoke immediately, as soon as she heard the door hinges creak. ‘What do you want?’ she asked.


      ‘I am the Ghost of Easter Future,’ said Derrick, throwing in a ghostly, ‘Wuuuuuaaaah’ for good measure.


      ‘Oh,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Well if it’s all right with you, I’d rather go back to sleep. I don’t particularly want to know what happens in my future.’ Nanny Piggins lay back in bed and pulled the covers up over her head.


      ‘You must come with me to see the damage you will do,’ moaned the Ghost of Easter Future (Derrick).


      Nanny Piggins sighed. ‘I never realised ghosts could be such terrible nags.’ She got out of bed and put on her slippers. ‘If I have bags under my eyes tomorrow and look anything less than fabulous, I will know who to blame. You’re just lucky you aren’t a corporeal being or I’d give your shins a good sharp bite.’


      Nanny Piggins followed the Ghost of Easter Future downstairs to the kitchen. When she pushed open the doors she saw Samantha, Michael and Boris slumped at the table wearing nothing but rags.


      ‘What’s wrong?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘Why are they huddling? Why do they look so sad?’


      ‘Oh woe is me,’ said Samantha. ‘This must be the worst Easter ever.’


      ‘What happened?’ Nanny Piggins asked the Ghost of Easter Past. But Derrick did not respond, except to point at Boris, Samantha and Michael.


      ‘What are we to do now that our beloved nanny is in jail?’ wailed Michael.


      ‘I’m in jail!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘What for? Cake rustling? Tart-napping? Pudding pinching?’


      ‘There has been no-one to look after us ever since she was imprisoned for Easter egg embezzling,’ moaned Samantha.


      ‘What did I do?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘It must have been bad. The Police Sergeant is usually so kind about letting me off with warnings.’


      ‘What was she thinking,’ despaired Michael, ‘trying to divert the entire world supply of Easter eggs to our house?’


      ‘And now there is nothing to eat,’ wept Boris, ‘except … (he broke down to sob loudly a few times) vegetable stew!’


      Boris picked up a ladle full of grey–green gloppy mess.


      ‘Nooooooooooooo,’ screamed Nanny Piggins at this horrible sight.


      The children cried harder.


      Nanny Piggins ran from the kitchen and back up the stairs to her bedroom, where she jumped into bed and pulled the covers up over her head. ‘I can’t let it happen. I can’t let it happen …’ she muttered furtively as she finally collapsed into a troubled slumber.


      [image: image]


      The next morning Nanny Piggins’ alarm clock went off at 4.50 am sharp. (This was late for Nanny Piggins. She usually got up at 1.45 am on Easter morning. But her visitors of the night had caused her to oversleep.) Nanny Piggins leapt out of bed and hurried over to the window, where she threw up the sash and leaned outside. It was still half dark, so there was nobody about except an early morning jogger.


      ‘You there!’ called Nanny Piggins.


      The jogger did not hear her because he was wearing earphones.


      ‘You there!’ she called again, this time throwing a hairbrush at the back of the jogger’s head to get his attention.


      ‘What?’ asked the jogger turning round, and rubbing his sore head.


      ‘What day is it?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Sunday,’ said the jogger.


      ‘Is it Easter Sunday?’ asked Nanny Piggins excitedly.


      ‘Yes,’ said the jogger.


      ‘Hurray!’ cried Nanny Piggins. ‘Then I haven’t missed it.’


      ‘Can I keep jogging now?’ asked the jogger.


      ‘No,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Here, take Mr Green’s credit card,’ she said as she threw the card down to him, ‘and go down Hesselstein Chocolatorium and buy up all their stock.’


      ‘But I want to go home,’ complained the jogger.


      ‘Do I have to come down there?’ glowered Nanny Piggins, swinging her leg over the window frame, ready to do just that.


      ‘No,’ said the jogger, surprisingly intimidated by the diminutive pig.


      ‘Then do as I say,’ instructed Nanny Piggins.


      The jogger turned and walked in the direction of the town centre.


      ‘You’re a jogger, aren’t you?’ called Nanny Piggins. ‘So jog. Come on, move it!’
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      Nanny Piggins ran downstairs to the living room. The children were still up. They had not bothered going to bed after their three-act ghost performance. They thought it best to brace themselves for the onslaught.


      ‘What are you doing, Nanny Piggins?’ asked Samantha. ‘What’s going on?’


      ‘I’m buying up all the chocolate in town!’ declared Nanny Piggins proudly.


      ‘Oh no,’ said Michael.


      ‘But this is exactly the opposite of what our plan was supposed to achieve,’ said Derrick.


      ‘I blame Dickens,’ said Boris sadly. ‘Anyone who takes seven hundred pages to tell a story about an orphan, only to sit down and write another seven-hundred-page story about another orphan, obviously has a screw loose.’


      ‘Children, I have a secret to reveal,’ said Nanny Piggins excitedly (ignoring the strange conversation she did not understand).


      ‘Please say you’ve invented a time machine so we can go back to tomorrow,’ begged Michael.


      ‘No, better than that,’ beamed Nanny Piggins. ‘You know how I have been making your father park his Rolls-Royce in the street all month?’


      ‘Yes,’ said the children warily.


      ‘Well I was telling him a fib,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Rolls-Royces don’t really need fresh air to clean their catalytic converters.’


      ‘Then why did you make him move his car?’ asked Samantha.


      ‘I’ve been storing something in the garage,’ said Nanny Piggins with a twinkle in her eye. ‘Let me show you.’


      She led them to the garage and threw open the door. But Boris and the children could not see inside the garage, because flush with the doorframe was a wall of Easter eggs of all different sizes and varieties. Dark chocolate, milk chocolate, honeycomb-studded chocolate and chocolate filled with chocolate bits.


      ‘Please tell me you have simply built a wall of chocolate?’ begged Samantha.


      ‘No,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Every inch of the garage is entirely filled with Easter eggs.’


      ‘Nanny Piggins,’ said Derrick sadly, shaking his head. ‘What have you done?’


      ‘I’ve been stockpiling them since Boxing Day when Easter eggs first appeared in the shops,’ explained Nanny Piggins, ‘which wasn’t easy. You know what I’m like with chocolate. I kept eating the stockpile, then had to start stockpiling again.’


      ‘But why did you do it?’ asked Michael. ‘Don’t you get enough chocolate in your day-to-day life?’


      ‘You do eat chocolate nine times a day. Before, after and instead of every meal,’ added Derrick.


      ‘You can never have enough chocolate,’ chided Nanny Piggins. ‘I need to keep up my energy for my active lifestyle.’


      The children could not deny their nanny led an active lifestyle.


      ‘Well I suppose this Easter will be just like last year then,’ sighed Samantha. ‘We won’t see you until tonight when you come home chocolate-stained and delirious with overeating, only to collapse in the middle of the kitchen floor.’


      ‘Well that’s where you’re wrong,’ said Nanny Piggins proudly. ‘Last night I was visited by three ghosts.’


      ‘You were?’ asked the children, with mock innocence.


      ‘Yes, and these ghosts had obviously been reading Charles Dickens,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘because they came to teach me a lesson about Easter.’


      ‘Did it work?’ asked Derrick hopefully.


      ‘Absolutely,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I learnt that Easter is not about eating as much chocolate as you can until you are sick.’


      ‘It isn’t?’ asked Boris. (While he did not approve of how much chocolate his sister ate, he had always assumed that this was exactly the reason for the holiday.)


      ‘Easter,’ announced Nanny Piggins, ‘is about sharing chocolate with others until they are sick.’


      The children frowned as they thought about this.


      ‘I suppose that is an improvement on your attitude from last year,’ conceded Samantha.


      ‘But why did you make that jogger go and buy all the chocolate from Hesselsteins?’ asked Derrick.


      ‘And why are you showing us your stockpile?’ asked Michael.


      ‘Because I’ve had a brilliant idea,’ said Nanny Piggins with a big smile.
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      An hour later Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children were standing outside the Town Hall in the middle of the city centre. Parked alongside them was the big truck from Hesselsteins, and alongside that was a removalist’s truck that Nanny Piggins had hired to transport all the Easter eggs from Mr Green’s garage.


      ‘What are we doing here?’ asked Michael.


      ‘I am going to orchestrate the biggest Easter egg hunt ever,’ said Nanny Piggins proudly.


      ‘How?’ asked Derrick.


      ‘Have you trained a flock of bunny rabbits to hide them for you?’ asked Boris.


      ‘No,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Rabbits are okay. But if you want to distribute something quickly and in every direction I know a much better method.’


      ‘What are you talking about?’ asked Michael.


      ‘Cannon fire,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Look, here it comes now.’


      The children and Boris turned to see Rosalind, the bearded lady from the circus, drive Nanny Piggins’ old cannon into the town square.
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      And so Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children spent Easter morning loading the cannon up and blasting eggs into the sky, time and time again. And the children of the town awoke to the greatest Easter gift ever, the sight of chocolate eggs raining from the heavens.


      Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children went home very happy.


      ‘Was it terribly difficult for you not to go on your chocolate eating rampage this year?’ asked Samantha.


      ‘No, actually it wasn’t,’ said Nanny Piggins with a smile. ‘While eating chocolate is my very favourite thing to do in the entire world, blasting things out of cannons comes a very close second.’


      But as Nanny Piggins pushed open their front gate, they were greeted by a wonderful surprise. The front lawn, and indeed the whole house and back garden as well, were littered with Easter eggs.


      ‘The Easter Bunny has been!’ squealed Boris excitedly.


      ‘Don’t be silly,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘It must be those nice ghosts, rewarding me for my improved behaviour.’


      Now the children realised it was more likely that these were simply some of the eggs they had themselves blasted out of the cannon. But they did not say anything because Nanny Piggins’ behaviour had improved and she deserved a treat.


      Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children took off, happily running about the garden grabbing eggs and eating them (sometimes without even removing the foil).
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      Nanny Piggins and the children were sitting at the dining table eating breakfast. Mr Green was so absorbed in chewing his porridge and studying the stock listings in his newspaper he did not even notice that Nanny Piggins was carving her initials into his replica seventeenth-century dining table. Nanny Piggins did not normally believe in vandalising furniture, but this table was particularly ugly and she was very good at calligraphy, so her initials were sure to improve it.


      Mr Green did not even look up from his newspaper when the dining room window behind him opened, and a furry paw (belonging to Boris) flung the mail into the middle of the table.


      ‘Thank you!’ called Nanny Piggins.


      Nanny Piggins set aside the butter knife she was using as an improvised wood chisel and picked up the mail. There were several dozen invitations addressed to her, begging her to attend parties; there was a fan letter, from one particularly ardent cannon admirer; a couple of bills for Mr Green, which Nanny Piggins threw straight in the bin. (Mr Green never paid bills until the provider threatened to cut them off. Sometimes not until three weeks after they were cut off and only then because the weather had got so cold, he had frostbite from standing on the bathroom floor.) And there, at the bottom of the pile of mail, was a lovely thick cream-coloured envelope addressed to Mr Green, bearing a school crest and the words Bradfield Preparatory Academy.


      ‘What’s this?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Bradfield Academy?’ said Derrick. ‘That’s the school Father and Mother attended.’


      ‘Your parents went to the same school?!’ asked Nanny Piggins. She was totally astounded.


      ‘Yes,’ said Samantha, ‘except for their last year, when Mother was an exchange student in Paris.’


      ‘But if your parents went to school together,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘then your mother must have met your father. And if she knew what he was like, how on earth did she come to marry him?’


      ‘Maybe they didn’t have any classes together,’ guessed Michael.


      ‘Maybe she felt sorry for him,’ guessed Derrick.


      ‘Maybe he blackmailed her, forcing her to marry him,’ guessed Samantha. ‘That’s what men do all the time in romance novels.’


      ‘Yes, but only attractive men,’ countered Nanny Piggins, ‘who the heroines are secretly glad to be forced to marry.’


      At this point, having read every single stock listing and found none with a price-to-earnings ratio that appealed to him, Mr Green looked up from his paper.


      ‘Is that the mail?’ he asked stupidly. Really, what else could the collection of envelopes be?


      ‘Yes, I was just about to hand it to you,’ fibbed Nanny Piggins (she was actually about to hold it over a cup of tea to steam it open).


      Nanny Piggins and the children watched Mr Green.


      ‘Well well well, Bradfield Academy,’ said Mr Green, reading the envelope. ‘They probably just want a donation.’ Despite this dreadful possibility Mr Green tore the envelope open and took out the card inside, but as soon as he read the first words he dropped it as if it were a venomous snake. ‘Wah!’ yelped Mr Green.


      ‘What is it?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Take it away! Burn it!’ exclaimed Mr Green. ‘Get it out of the house!’


      Naturally, Nanny Piggins did the exact opposite. She picked up the card and read it aloud to the children. ‘Bradfield Preparatory Academy invites you to attend your 25-year school reunion.’


      The children gasped.


      ‘Someone wants Father to go to a social function!’ marvelled Michael.


      ‘Perhaps they want someone to make fun of,’ guessed Derrick.


      ‘Or they’re going to drop something on his head and embarrass him,’ guessed Samantha. (Having watched many high school movies, she knew this was very common.)


      ‘Children,’ said Nanny Piggins gravely, ‘you are overlooking the much more shocking detail. If your father has been invited to his 25-year school reunion, that means he is only 43 years old!’


      They all turned and looked at Mr Green. The children realised they had never known their father’s age before. If they’d had to guess they probably would have said somewhere between 52 and 102. He certainly had the dress sense of someone who had been alive during the second world war (and been hit in the head by a piece of shrapnel).


      ‘Unless,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘you were held back several times for being slow?’


      ‘I was not held back,’ snapped Mr Green, snatching the invitation away from Nanny Piggins. ‘In fact, if you must know, I am actually 42.’


      ‘Don’t believe him, children,’ advised Nanny Piggins. ‘In this day and age of computer technology it is very easy to forge a birth certificate.’


      ‘Are you going to go?’ Michael asked his father.


      ‘Where?’ asked Mr Green.


      ‘To the reunion,’ said Michael.


      ‘Hah! Not if all 180 students from my year got down on their hands and knees and begged me!’ exclaimed Mr Green. ‘I would require a written letter of apology published in all the major national broadsheets.’ Mr Green stabbed the table for emphasis with his own butter knife (causing much more unsightly damage to the patina than Nanny Piggins’ initials).


      ‘What is he going on about?’ Nanny Piggins asked the children.


      They just shrugged.


      ‘Mr Green, would you please tell us what you’re talking about immediately,’ demanded Nanny Piggins, ‘because I will find out anyway, and I’d rather not have to waste my morning going through your underwear drawer. Especially when I can’t remember where I put my extra thick rubber gloves.’


      Mr Green looked from Nanny Piggins to the children. He was itching to tell someone. He had bottled up his feelings on the issue for so many years (25 to be precise). And since he had no friends, his family would have to do.


      ‘When I was in my final year at school,’ began Mr Green, ‘I was wrongly accused of committing a crime.’


      ‘Wearing really ugly clothes?’ guessed Nanny Piggins.


      ‘No,’ said Mr Green.


      ‘Being cruel to small children?’ guessed Nanny Piggins.


      ‘No,’ said Mr Green.


      ‘Smelling?’ guessed Nanny Piggins.


      ‘I do not smell!’ protested Mr Green.


      ‘No, of course you don’t,’ said Nanny Piggins, raising her eyebrows.


      ‘Those things aren’t crimes,’ Samantha pointed out.


      ‘They should be,’ muttered Nanny Piggins.


      ‘What crime were you wrongly accused of, Father?’ asked Derrick, trying to get the conversation back on course.


      ‘I was accused,’ said Mr Green, ‘of stealing the Inter-School Lacrosse Champion’s Cup.’


      ‘And that was a big deal?’ asked Nanny Piggins sceptically.


      ‘It was a beautiful big silver cup,’ explained Mr Green. ‘And having won it, after 97 years of never winning it, it was the pride and joy of the school.’


      ‘But I’ve never seen a silver cup anywhere about the house,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘and I’ve been through every drawer and cupboard many times over when I’m looking for cake ingredients. So where do you keep it?’


      ‘I don’t have it!’ yelled Mr Green. ‘I was wrongly accused.’


      ‘Oh come on,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘You can tell us the truth. It was 25 years ago. I’m sure you won’t get in trouble now. And we won’t tell anybody. Except perhaps the Police Sergeant if you really irritate us.’


      ‘I’m serious!’ yelled Mr Green. ‘I don’t have it. I’ve never had it. I did not steal that cup.’


      ‘You can see why he was wrongly accused,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘He’s not very convincing, is he?’


      ‘But think about it,’ said Samantha. ‘Can you really see Father stealing a trophy?’


      They looked at Mr Green. He was dullness personified.


      ‘True,’ agreed Nanny Piggins. ‘It would be totally out of character for him to do something so interesting. I suppose he must be telling the truth.’


      ‘Of course I am,’ said Mr Green. ‘I never stole the cup.’


      ‘Then there’s only one thing to do,’ said Nanny Piggins decisively.


      ‘What?’ asked Michael.


      ‘I will just have to go to the reunion with your father, discover the real thief and clear Mr Green’s name!’ declared Nanny Piggins.


      ‘You will do no such thing!’ screamed Mr Green.


      ‘Why not?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘If I were going, which I’m not,’ yelled Mr Green, ‘I would not go with a pig!’


      Nanny Piggins sighed. She had tried to teach Mr Green to overcome his pigist prejudices, but it was an uphill battle. ‘Fine,’ she said. ‘Don’t come. I’ll go on my own.’


      ‘No!’ wailed Mr Green, ‘I won’t let you.’


      The children all drew in their breaths.


      Nanny Piggins turned on him with narrowed eyes. ‘What did you say?’ she asked.


      ‘Quick, Father, back pedal,’ urged Derrick.


      ‘Apologise and say you’ll go with her,’ urged Samantha.


      ‘You’ve got nothing to lose,’ added Michael. ‘After all, they all think you’re a horrible thief, so their opinion of you will only improve if they see you have a fondness for animals.’


      Mr Green had developed a healthy fear of his nanny’s angry glares, and he had left his shin pads in his bedroom so he had no protection if she decided to give him a manners lesson. He decided cowardice was the wisest policy.


      ‘Would you like to come to my school reunion with me, Nanny Piggins?’ Mr Green asked.


      ‘I think you can ask more nicely than that,’ said Nanny Piggins sulkily.


      Good manners did not come easily to Mr Green, so Derrick had to help him.


      ‘Here Father, repeat after me – Please, Nanny Piggins …’ said Derrick.


      ‘Please Nanny Piggins …’ repeated Mr Green.


      ‘It would be a great honour for me …’ prompted Derrick.


      ‘It would be a great honour for me,’ repeated Mr Green.


      ‘If you were to grace me with your company at my school reunion,’ prompted Derrick.


      ‘This is ridiculous,’ said Mr Green, rolling his eyes.


      Nanny Piggins leapt to her trotters.


      ‘All right all right,’ said Mr Green. ‘If you were to grace me with your company at my school reunion.’


      Nanny Piggins stared at him. ‘And?’


      ‘And? What does she mean by and?’ asked Mr Green.


      ‘Tell her you’ll give her a great big chocolate cake if she does,’ advised Michael.


      ‘I’ll give you a great big chocolate cake,’ added Mr Green.


      Nanny Piggins smiled. ‘I’d be delighted to accompany you to your reunion. Now you run along to work. I’ll take your credit card out of your wallet so I can buy myself a suitable dress. And don’t give it another thought.’


      ‘But, but, but …’ protested Mr Green.


      ‘Father, just get out of here while you still can,’ advised Samantha.


      Mr Green took this advice and left.
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      The night of the reunion came and Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children got in the car with Mr Green to drive to Bradfield Academy. Nanny Piggins had insisted that the children should get to go too, because if something was going to be dumped on Mr Green’s head she thought it would be unfair for them to miss it. And she managed to get Boris included in the group by telling Mr Green he was a chauffeur she had hired for the night.


      ‘That is an unusually hairy chauffeur, Nanny Piggins,’ whispered Mr Green, not realising that Boris could hear every word he said because he had bear hearing, which was much better than a human’s.


      ‘Really? I hadn’t noticed,’ said Nanny Piggins.


      ‘And he’s huge,’ added Mr Green. ‘He must be …’


      ‘Ten foot tall,’ supplied Michael.


      ‘And 800 kilograms,’ added Mr Green.


      They all heard a sob come from the driver’s seat.


      ‘The chauffeur does not weigh 800 kilograms,’ said Nanny Piggins pointedly. ‘He just has big bones.’


      ‘And,’ continued Mr Green, ‘I could swear, as I was getting in the car, I saw him do a pirouette.’


      ‘Was it a good pirouette?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Well yes, I suppose so,’ conceded Mr Green.


      ‘Then you should be grateful,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘An unusually tall chauffeur who is very good at ballet will only be helpful later in the evening if you find yourself being chased by an angry mob. He will be able to do a little dance to distract them while you disappear into the sewers.’
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      When they arrived at Bradfield Preparatory Academy the gloomy sandstone building, floodlit against the night sky, looked like something out of a horror movie. It had been architecturally designed to be an intimidating institution, with gargoyles and statues of mythical beasts adorning the roof. In the centre, directly above the main entrance, was a spectacularly ostentatious piece of stonework depicting the school’s first headmaster, Hubert Bradfield, in a sword fight with a three-headed gorgon, symbolising the three evils of ignorance, illiteracy and innumeracy.


      ‘What an ugly statue,’ remarked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Which, the headmaster or the gorgon?’ asked Boris.


      ‘Both,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘If it weren’t for the three heads it would be hard to tell them apart.’


      Inside, the decor was even more impressive. There was crimson and gold drapery and an extraordinary number of chandeliers for a school building. And to celebrate the reunion, individual colour glossy photographs of everybody in the class were pinned up around the walls. Before they could actually go into the gym (or ballroom as it was being called on this evening), they had to check-in at a registration table, and pick up name tags.


      Mr Green was obviously beginning to regret his decision to come (not that he had been given much choice). His face turned a whitish green. His hands were clammy and his feet dragged. It was as if his brain knew it had to go in, but his feet thought they could still dash back to the car park.


      ‘Come on, Mr Green,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘It’s like ripping off a bandaid. Best to do these painful things quickly.’


      ‘But you always soak a bandaid off in the bath,’ puzzled Michael.


      ‘I was speaking metaphorically,’ explained Nanny Piggins, ‘and when you speak metaphorically you can say any old rubbish.’


      Nanny Piggins pushed Mr Green towards the desk.


      ‘Name?’ asked an officious looking 43-year-old woman.


      ‘Green,’ said Mr Green.


      The woman sighed impatiently. ‘What is your first name?’


      Mr Green gulped. He leaned towards her and whispered something inaudible.


      ‘I didn’t catch that,’ she said in a loud voice. ‘Are you disabled? I know I have to find a ramp for Debra Winning because her leg got bitten off by a hippopotamus in a waterskiing accident in Africa. But I’ve been told nothing about having to deal with someone who can’t answer a simple question.’


      People were now beginning to stare at Mr Green and his group.


      ‘My name,’ said Mr Green slowly, ‘is Green. Lysander Green.’


      Everyone in the ballroom gasped. The music stopped mid-song. All eyes stared at Mr Green. The silence was finally broken by Nanny Piggins, who could not contain her response any longer. She burst out laughing.


      ‘Your name is Lysander?!’ she exclaimed, between tears of laughter. ‘Ly-san-der?!’


      At this point she actually had to get down on the floor and roll around laughing for several minutes.


      ‘I never even knew Father had a first name,’ marvelled Samantha.


      ‘Let alone one so funny,’ agreed Michael.


      ‘I guess it explains why every Christmas he gives us monogrammed socks with ‘LG’ written on them,’ said Derrick.


      ‘You’ve got a lot of nerve turning up here. Lysander,’ came a voice from behind them.


      They spun around to see a dashingly handsome man in a tuxedo. He looked like an international super-spy, the type you see in movies, who has a secret computer in his wristwatch that can either summon an expensive European sports car or blow up the entire world, depending on which way you turn it.


      ‘Horatio Darval,’ growled Mr Green.


      ‘And his name is Horatio?!’ giggled Nanny Piggins. ‘This gets better and better.’


      ‘What are you doing here, Lysander?’ asked Horatio. ‘Are you finally going to confess to what you did with the Champion’s Cup?’


      ‘I did not steal that cup!’ exclaimed Mr Green.


      ‘You disgust me,’ said Horatio, walking forward and stabbing Mr Green with his forefinger. ‘Once a thief, always a thief.’


      Mr Green bristled. He was not a brave man. But he puffed his chest out and glared back, because he did not like to be poked.


      ‘Nanny Piggins, do something,’ urged Samantha. ‘I think Father is going to be in a fist fight.’


      ‘And why should I do something?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘We haven’t been to the buffet yet,’ said Michael.


      ‘Good point,’ agreed Nanny Piggins. ‘I’ll put a stop to it.’


      The children assumed Nanny Piggins would leap in the middle, put both men in a cobra lock and give them a good telling off. But instead, she silenced them in a much easier way. Nanny Piggins simply took off her coat.


      Everyone in the room gasped and stared.


      Nanny Piggins’ dress was entirely covered in gold shiny stuff. There were beads, buttons, baubles (left over from Christmas), flashing fairy lights and sequins. Indeed, if you stared at her too long the glare off her dress could actually cause temporary blindness. But when worn so gracefully and by such a glamorous pig the effect was magically alluring.


      ‘Wow!’ exclaimed Horatio. ‘Who is that woman?!’


      ‘That’s not a woman,’ said Mr Green ungraciously. ‘She’s the nanny.’


      ‘I think I’m in love,’ said Horatio, clutching his hand to his heart (in case he was not in love and the heart spasm was actually a mild angina attack).


      ‘I should warn you,’ said Mr Green, ‘she is a pig.’


      ‘I will never ever eat bacon again,’ said Horatio breathlessly, which truly shows how deeply in love he had fallen in those two seconds.


      ‘What a charming thing to say,’ said Nanny Piggins, giving Horatio her trotter to kiss.


      ‘Would you do me the honour of dancing with me?’ blushed Horatio (who actually was an international super-spy; one who had not blushed since he was four years old and his pre-school teacher had discovered he did not know how to tie his shoelaces).


      ‘Of course,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘as long as we dance straight over to the buffet table.’


      And so Nanny Piggins allowed Horatio Darval to twirl her away. Mr Green went to sit on his own in the corner. And the children set out to enjoy themselves as best they could in a room full of 180 stuffy adults.
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      As Mr Green sat alone at an empty table, he soon discovered that the only thing worse than being denounced by everyone he’d gone to school with, was being ignored by everyone he’d gone to school with. Nobody spoke to him or even about him. They were too busy talking to each other, showing off photographs of their children and their weddings, and their divorces and remarriages.


      Nanny Piggins was on the dance floor doing the tango with Pablo Rodriguez, the former school handball champion. They were surrounded by a group of admirers, who gaped and applauded her every flashy move.


      The only pleasure Mr Green got was when Pablo tried to dip Nanny Piggins and her heel broke, causing her to fall on the floor. But Pablo enjoyed it even more because he got to fall on top of her.


      Nanny Piggins was not at all perturbed. She had a cordless drill and a screw set in her handbag (as every lady who wears vintage shoes should), so she allowed Pablo to carry her over to her seat next to Mr Green so she could take a minute to mend it.


      ‘I thought you wanted to come so you could clear my name,’ sulked Mr Green.


      ‘I will,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘but in a room with a buffet table and 90 men who want to dance with me, first things first.’


      ‘It was a mistake coming,’ mumbled Mr Green. ‘You’ll never be able to uncover the real thief now, after all these years. Owlface hasn’t even turned up.’


      ‘Who is Owlface?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Huh,’ snorted Mr Green. ‘A nobody. Just a weedy little nerd. But if it wasn’t for his ridiculous scientific research, I never would have been accused.’


      ‘What on earth are you talking about?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘On the morning of the theft he was using a weather balloon to take photographs of the algae in the school duck pond, when he inadvertently took a photograph of me going into the headmaster’s office at exactly the time of the theft,’ explained Mr Green.


      ‘So you did do it!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins.


      ‘No, I did not!’ yelled Mr Green. ‘I was on the other side of town, flat on my back having been knocked unconscious by a falling coconut.’


      ‘There was a palm tree in this town?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Yes, and it had only been planted the previous day,’ said Mr Green.


      ‘Then how could you be in the photographs?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘I don’t know,’ admitted Mr Green.


      ‘You don’t have an identical twin, do you?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘No, I don’t,’ said Mr Green.


      ‘Hmm,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘And I suppose it can’t have been altered digitally because computers hadn’t been invented fifty years ago.’


      ‘Twenty-five years ago, I was only at school twenty-five years ago,’ said Mr Green.


      ‘Oh yes, I keep forgetting,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘So where is this Owlface? And why does he have such a peculiar name.’


      ‘Owlface wasn’t his real name,’ said Mr Green. ‘It was a nickname I gave him because he wore glasses.’


      ‘So you were a great wit even then,’ observed Nanny Piggins.


      ‘His surname was Master, but nobody knew his first name, just his initials T. R.’ explained Mr Green. ‘He must have had some silly name he was embarrassed to reveal.’


      ‘It seems to be a common problem at this school,’ noted Nanny Piggins.


      ‘If you want to know what he looks like,’ said Mr Green, ‘his picture is right behind you on the wall.’


      Nanny Piggins turned around to see a photograph of a very short, thin boy, with thick brown-framed glasses and a chunky calculator in his breast pocket.


      ‘Hmm,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘He looks strangely familiar.’


      Just at that moment Derrick, Samantha and Michael rushed up.


      ‘Father,’ said Derrick, ‘where’s your photograph? We’ve been looking everywhere and haven’t found it.’


      ‘It’s over there by the stage,’ pointed out Mr Green.


      ‘Where?’ asked Samantha. ‘All I can see is that huge photograph of the handsome blond school captain, looking really athletic in his lacrosse uniform and holding the Champion’s Cup over his head.’


      ‘That’s me,’ said Mr Green.


      ‘Nooooo!’ cried Nanny Piggins and the children in unison.


      ‘You were the school captain?’ asked Derrick.


      ‘And captain of the lacrosse team?’ asked Michael.


      ‘And you had thick wavy blond hair?’ asked Samantha.


      ‘And you looked good in shorts?’ marvelled Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Yes, yes, yes it’s all true,’ sobbed Mr Green. ‘I used to be all those things. But after I was wrongly accused, I changed. Everywhere I went I was taunted. So I stopped having friends, smiling and going to social functions, and concentrated on the only thing I could rely on – mathematics.’


      ‘What a terrible story,’ said Nanny Piggins.


      ‘So that’s why Mother married you,’ said Samantha, still looking at the photograph. ‘Because she knew you when you looked like that.’


      ‘Yes, thanks to her exchange trip to Paris, your mother never witnessed my fall from grace,’ Mr Green stood up, scraping his chair back. ‘She never saw the way Owlface ruined my life. Well now it’s time for me to get revenge!’


      ‘What are you going to do?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Just you watch!’ said Mr Green. He took a pen out of his breast pocket, turned to Owlface’s photograph and drew a big curly moustache on him. ‘Hah!’ said Mr Green proudly. ‘Who’s the fool now?’ Mr Green walked away to drown his sorrows in more non-alcoholic punch.


      But Nanny Piggins was not paying attention to Mr Green anymore. She was staring at the photograph in shocked silence.


      ‘What’s wrong, Nanny Piggins?’ asked Michael.


      ‘Look.’ She pointed at the photograph.


      They all looked. And suddenly, just as when you stare at one of those magic pictures with all the dots long enough, they saw what she saw.


      ‘Oh my goodness!’ squealed Samantha.


      ‘It can’t be!’ whispered Derrick.


      ‘No!’ exclaimed Michael.


      ‘Oh yes,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘it is – the Ringmaster!’


      ‘Father went to school with the Ringmaster!’ marvelled Derrick.


      ‘T. R. Master stands for The Ring Master,’ explained Nanny Piggins. ‘What an ingenious secret identity.’


      ‘So the Ringmaster framed Father?’ asked Samantha.


      ‘Of course,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘All he had to do was plant a coconut-laden palm tree in exactly the right location, hire a Mr Green look-alike and forge a comprehensive study of the algae in the school’s duck pond. Such a thing would be second nature to him.’


      ‘Then we’ll never find the Champion’s Cup now,’ said Michael.


      ‘Ah, that’s where you’re wrong,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘for I know how the Ringmaster’s mind works. Follow me. I know exactly where he would hide it.’
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      A few moments later everyone from the reunion was gathered on the gravel driveway as they watched Nanny Piggins scale the front of the school building.


      ‘What’s she doing?’ asked Boris.


      ‘Clearing Father’s name,’ explained Michael.


      ‘Because the Ringmaster framed him,’ added Derrick.


      ‘That’d be right,’ said Boris. ‘But why is Nanny Piggins climbing the building? Is she trying to show off how good she looks in a full-length skirt?’


      ‘We don’t really know,’ admitted Samantha.


      Nanny Piggins was on the roof now. Like a gymnast on a balance beam she carefully made her way along a sandstone railing, leaping over gargoyles as she went until she reached the central statue of Hubert Bradfield fighting the three-headed gorgon.


      ‘Here it is!’ yelled Nanny Piggins.


      ‘What is she talking about?’ asked Boris.


      The children shrugged.


      Then Nanny Piggins did the most unexpected thing. She unhitched her sledgehammer (she’d carried it up onto the roof in her garter belt), swung it about her head and smashed Hubert Bradfield’s head clean off.


      ‘Oh no!’ squealed Samantha. ‘She’s sure to go to jail for this!’


      The sandstone carving sailed out of its place in the sculpture, spiralling end-over-end in an arc through the sky, before gravity got the better of it and it began to plummet to the earth. Several former students had to dive out of the way as it smashed into the driveway, right in the middle of the crowd.


      But instead of shocked silence, or noisy recriminations, there were gasps of awe. Because when the sandstone head hit the ground the stone exterior shattered away revealing something shiny within.


      ‘The Lacrosse Champion’s Cup!’ gasped Mr Green.


      ‘Lysander didn’t steal it!’ said Horatio Darval. ‘It was hidden in full view this whole time.’


      Nanny Piggins then leapt off the roof of the three-storey building, caught hold of the flagpole and gracefully slid to the ground (just to remind everyone of how impossibly athletic and glamorous she really was).


      ‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ she announced. ‘You should count yourselves lucky that you all attended school with someone as evilly brilliant as the Ringmaster and the worst thing that happened was a misplaced lacrosse trophy.’


      ‘Hang on,’ said Horatio Darval, ‘but that’s not the only thing that happened. Remember the time the herd of wildebeest was released in the school hall during the physics exam?’


      Suddenly everyone started to remember strange and inexplicable events.


      ‘And the time Mrs Hilliard fell into the tank of frogs’ spawn,’ said another classmate.


      ‘And the time someone sold all the school’s geography textbooks,’ said another.


      ‘And the time someone dug up all the turf on the school oval and sold it to a landscaping company,’ recalled Pablo.


      ‘And the time the PE teacher’s car caught fire,’ added the former PE teacher.
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      And so Nanny Piggins led Boris and the children to the car, while Mr Green’s classmates continued to recall the until now, mysterious string of spectacular crimes that had befallen their year. And Mr Green tried to make Horatio write him a written apology for defaming his name for 25 years.


      ‘How did you know that the cup would be inside the statue’s head?’ asked Derrick.


      ‘The Ringmaster once did the same thing with the payroll at the circus,’ explained Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Oh yes, I remember,’ said Boris. ‘When payday came around the Ringmaster said he didn’t have any money for us. But that same day a giant sandstone sculpture of him was delivered outside his caravan.’


      ‘At first we assumed he’d spent our wages on the statue,’ explained Nanny Piggins.


      ‘But then when Nanny Piggins decided to teach the Ringmaster a lesson about spending other people’s wages and knocked the head off the Ringmaster’s statue,’ added Boris, ‘we found that the money was stashed inside his sandstone skull.’


      ‘He’d hired a sculptor to make a hollow head,’ explained Nanny Piggins.


      ‘How clever,’ marvelled Michael.


      ‘I know,’ agreed Nanny Piggins. ‘If the Ringmaster ever put half the effort he uses in his evil schemes into actually running the circus, he would be a very rich man.’


      Mr Green hurried over to join them. He had a black eye.


      ‘Father!’ exclaimed Samantha. ‘Did Horatio hit you?’


      ‘No, his wristwatch exploded in my face,’ said Mr Green, ‘and when the smoke cleared, he was gone.’


      ‘Are you relieved to have your name cleared, Father?’ asked Samantha.


      ‘Yes, yes I am,’ said Mr Green. But there was something about his tone that sounded unconvincing.


      ‘No, you’re not,’ contradicted Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Whatever do you mean?’ protested Mr Green. ‘Of course I’m relieved. It is a great burden from my mind to have my innocence finally proven.’


      ‘No, you’re secretly disappointed, aren’t you?’ argued Nanny Piggins. ‘Because it’s just been proven that the most interesting and exciting thing you ever did in your life was something you didn’t actually do. You have allowed your whole adulthood to be shaped by resentment of false accusations. And now that everyone knows you didn’t do it, it seems a silly way to have spent your life.’


      ‘Especially when you could have just knocked the headmaster’s head off yourself years ago,’ added Boris.


      ‘That’s enough from you, chauffeur. Keep your eyes on the road,’ scolded Mr Green.


      And so they drove home in silence with everyone other than Mr Green having had a wonderful night of delicious food, spectacular dancing and even more spectacular statue vandalising.
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      ‘It’s all right, Boris, there’s no need to be ashamed,’ said Nanny Piggins as she led her extremely sticky and dishevelled brother home.


      ‘It could happen to anybody,’ Samantha said supportively.


      Which was, strictly speaking, untrue. Only a ten-foot-tall dancing bear with an insatiable love of honey could wreak quite so much havoc in the town’s newly opened Honey Emporium. But it was a tribute to how much Samantha loved Boris that she (a normally very honest girl) was prepared to tell him such a very large fib, just to make him feel better.


      ‘They’re probably not going to let me go back in their shop, are they?’ asked Boris with a sniff.


      ‘Oh no,’ said Michael (also fibbing). ‘I’m sure they’d love to see you back.’


      ‘After a week or two,’ said Derrick (more truthfully), ‘when they’ve cleaned up the mess.’


      ‘Absolutely,’ agreed Nanny Piggins. ‘Normally a shop that only sold honey and honey-related products would be a ridiculous business doomed for failure, but those shopkeepers are lucky. They set up their business in a town that is home to a ten-foot-tall dancing bear with a healthy appetite, due to his active lifestyle.’


      Boris nodded his head, ‘My two favourite hobbies – dancing and napping – both stimulate the appetite.’


      ‘I’m sure the people at the Honey Emporium will soon appreciate you, not as a “barbaric vandal” as they said this morning, but as their very best customer,’ said Nanny Piggins.


      ‘And they only have themselves to blame for the mess at the shop,’ said Samantha. ‘If you are going to set up a Honey Emporium, it really would be sensible to make sure everything is bear-proofed.’


      ‘Exactly,’ agreed Michael. ‘With a clear aisle from the front door to the huge vats of honey.’


      ‘Yes,’ agreed Boris, starting to cheer up. ‘If they are going to put little delicate china knick-knacks everywhere, how is a bear meant to get through?’


      ‘That’s the spirit,’ encouraged Nanny Piggins. ‘I don’t know what the need for all that screaming, fuss and police involvement was about.’


      ‘I’ll never be able to pay for the damages,’ sobbed Boris. ‘I’ve only got 26 cents.’


      ‘Not a problem,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘All we need to do is come up with an ingenious money-making scheme to repay the thousands of dollars worth of damage you did to their shop and it will be as if the whole incident never happened.’


      Boris smiled now, and a little bit of spring returned to his step. ‘And in the meantime, I know what I’ll do,’ he said. ‘I’ll start work on choreographing a ballet for them, to express just how truly sorry I feel.’


      ‘That’s a good idea,’ enthused Nanny Piggins. ‘Although perhaps you shouldn’t perform it in their shop. If they didn’t have the foresight to bear-proof it, I doubt they had the foresight to ballet-proof it.’


      ‘And there might not be enough space between the cash register and the honey jars to do a grand jeté properly,’ added Michael.


      Now, dear reader, as Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children had this conversation, they just happened to be walking through the cafe district of town. This was a newly established area where a couple of enthusiastic restaurateurs were trying to encourage al fresco dining by putting tables and chairs outside, right next to the busy high street, so that diners could enjoy carbon monoxide fumes with their food. And it just so happened that a man in one of these outdoor eating areas was looking at Boris intently.


      ‘Nanny Piggins,’ whispered Michael. ‘There is a man over there staring at Boris.’


      ‘Of course there is,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘He is the world’s greatest ballet-dancing bear, he can hardly walk the street without being recognised.’


      ‘He’s taking photographs!’ added Michael.


      ‘How dare he!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins, her head whipping round. ‘I won’t allow the paparazzi to hound my brother.’


      ‘He’s coming this way!’ squealed Samantha in panic, running to hide behind Boris.


      The man was certainly behaving in a most peculiar way. He had formed his thumbs and forefingers into a rectangle and he was looking at Boris through this shape, while weaving from side to side, so that he could stare at Boris from different angles.


      ‘Do something, Sarah,’ urged Boris. ‘The strange man is frightening me.’


      ‘I’ll protect you,’ declared Nanny Piggins. ‘You!’ she barked at the man. ‘Who are you? And what do you want with my brother?’


      ‘I want to make him a star,’ said the man, handing Nanny Piggins a business card. It read:


       


      Marc Menzies C.S.A


      Casting Agent


       


      ‘Well, you’re too late,’ said Nanny Piggins dismissively, dropping the card and grinding it into the ground with her trotter. ‘My brother is already a star. He is the greatest ballet-dancing bear in the entire world.’


      ‘Ballet dancing?’ said the casting agent. ‘Well, that’s just swell. But I’m talking about a real star.’


      ‘Wah!’ yelped Boris. ‘He’s going to turn me into a giant burning sphere of gas in distant outer space!’ Boris grabbed Samantha and tried to hide behind her.


      ‘No, I’m going to turn you into a movie star!’ said the casting agent.


      ‘But I’m not interested in becoming a moving man,’ protested Boris. ‘Sure, I get job offers all the time because of my size, strength and ability to leap up artistically placing things on high shelves. But carrying a grand piano up twelve flights of stairs is never as much fun as you think it will be. And people get ever so cross when you drop things, especially grand pianos, down twelve flights of stairs.’


      ‘No, I want to cast in you in a film!’ enthused the casting director. ‘A huge motion picture blockbuster!’


      ‘Why?’ asked Nanny Piggins suspiciously. ‘Is someone making a movie about a ten-foot-tall Russian dancing bear?’


      ‘Not exactly,’ said the casting director. ‘But trust me, your brother is perfect for the part.’


      ‘Hmmmpf,’ said Nanny Piggins, still feeling suspicious.


      ‘I’d like to set up a meeting for you with our director,’ said the casting agent. ‘Name your favourite restaurant, we’ll do lunch tomorrow.’


      ‘You’re taking me to lunch?’ asked Boris excitedly. ‘Anywhere I want?!’


      ‘Sure, I can get us in anywhere in town,’ said the casting agent.


      ‘What about the Honey Emporium?’ asked Boris.
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      And so despite Nanny Piggins’ misgivings about strange men who sat around in outdoor cafes waiting for bears to walk past, Boris went to the meeting. And somewhere between draining the second and third 100-gallon vats of honey in the shop, he signed a contract agreeing to be in a film.


      Nanny Piggins was very begrudging about the situation.


      ‘You’re not jealous are you, Nanny Piggins?’ asked Derrick.


      ‘Jealous? Of a film career?!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘Certainly not. We all get those offers to star in blockbuster movies. But some of us say “no”.’


      ‘Why would you say no?’ asked Michael. ‘You’d be a brilliant movie star.’


      ‘I know. I often look at Elizabeth Taylor or Meryl Streep and think I could be so much better,’ agreed Nanny Piggins, ‘but I couldn’t stand the lifestyle. Film stars have to live in trailers and it is terribly hard to bake cakes properly in one of those miniature ovens they have.’


      For his part, Boris was very excited about having an acting job. He started behaving as he thought an actor should, by wearing a purple cravat and blue silk smoking jacket, then walking around the house, enunciating all his words very clearly. He could not wait for the script to arrive so he could practise his actual lines and not just stand in front of the mirror practising looking handsome and debonair (although having worked on it eight hours a day, he was getting to be very good).


      A week after he was offered the part and just three days before he was due to start shooting, the script arrived. Boris ran through the house with it, squealing, ‘The script is here, the script is here!’


      They all gathered around in the living room to read it together.


      ‘What is your character’s name?’ asked Derrick.


      ‘According to the slip in the envelope, I’m playing Wontha,’ said Boris proudly.


      ‘Wontha?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘What sort of name is that?’


      ‘Perhaps it’s set in an exotic foreign country where Wontha is a common name for dashing handsome bears,’ said Samantha.


      ‘Let’s flick through the script and find your lines,’ suggested Derrick.


      They flicked through for some time before they came to Boris’ first line and when they found it, it was not exactly a moving soliloquy.


      ‘Euunnnnaaaah,’ read Boris.


      ‘What does that mean?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Look, here’s your second line,’ said Michael, pointing it out on the next page.


      ‘Aagggh-nnnn-aaahh,’ wailed Boris, trying to get in character.


      ‘Is this film in Italian or something?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘The other characters’ lines are in English,’ said Samantha as she scanned the page.


      ‘Look, here’s your third line and it doesn’t look much better,’ said Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Euuunnnagh,’ practised Boris.


      ‘Perhaps you’re playing someone with a speech impediment,’ said Michael. ‘That’s good. It means you’re more likely to win an Academy Award.’


      ‘No, wait a minute,’ said Derrick, who had taken the script and was reading it from the beginning. ‘This film is set in outer space.’


      ‘He is going to turn me into a gaseous sphere!’ panicked Boris.


      ‘No,’ said Derrick. ‘You’re playing an alien. A Branthod from the planet Snookshu.’


      Everyone sat and thought about that for a moment.


      ‘I’m not sure if I should take this as a compliment or not,’ said Boris.


      ‘Oh, I think you should,’ said Samantha. ‘After all, you don’t look like an alien, you look like a bear. So it is obviously a compliment to your acting ability that the casting agent and director think you can transform yourself so completely.’


      ‘Is the alien a little green man?’ asked Boris, ‘because I have great confidence in my performance skills, but I think even I would struggle to convince an audience that I was three feet tall.’


      ‘According to the script, Wontha is ten foot tall, weighs 650 kilograms and is covered in long brown hair,’ read Derrick.


      ‘Hmm,’ said Boris, ‘I think I can pull that off.’ Then he added with a blush, ‘It’s very kind of them to think I can pass for 650 kilograms.’


      ‘And it will be easy learning your lines,’ said Michael. ‘They’re exactly the sort of noises you make when you accidentally eat the plastic bucket the honey comes in.’


      [image: image]


      And so everyone helped get Boris ready for his first day on set. Nanny Piggins made him a picnic lunch (honey sandwiches, honey cake, honey biscuits and, of course, honey). The children helped him learn his lines. Boris struggled at first, but then he accidentally ate a honey bucket and it all came back to him. On his first morning they all got up at 5 am to see him off.


      ‘Now you be good and play nicely with the other actors,’ said Nanny Piggins, as she affectionately stood on a stepladder to straighten her brother’s fur.


      A tear trickled down Boris’ nose. ‘I’m going to miss you all terribly,’ he sobbed.


      ‘We’ll see you again late tonight,’ said Nanny Piggins, giving him a big hug.


      ‘Why do actors have to work such ridiculously long hours?’ asked Michael.


      ‘Because they are so flaky,’ explained Nanny Piggins. ‘The producers like to keep them on set as much as possible to stop them running off with someone else’s wife or getting arrested for not knowing how to drive, or something equally silly.’


      ‘You won’t do any of those things, will you, Boris?’ asked Samantha.


      ‘Oh no,’ said Boris. ‘At least not on my first day.’


      And so Boris went to work.


      Nanny Piggins and the children missed him terribly. To help the time pass, Nanny Piggins even allowed the children to go to school.
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      When Boris returned that night he was a very tired bear.


      ‘How did it go?’ asked Samantha, as Boris slumped into the most comfortable armchair (fortunately Mr Green was not in it at the time or he would have been squashed like a pancake).


      ‘It was dreadful!’ wailed Boris.


      ‘Really?’ asked Derrick. ‘I thought everyone was nice to movie stars.’


      ‘Oh yes, everyone says nice things but the things they want you to do are so … so … degrading,’ said Boris with a shudder.


      ‘They didn’t make you do a nude scene, did they?’ asked Nanny Piggins, rolling up her sleeves getting ready to be outraged.


      ‘But Boris is always nude,’ whispered Michael. ‘He has fur, not clothes.’


      ‘Still, it’s the principle of the matter,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘He’s a young, impressionable bear.’


      ‘No, I didn’t have to put on clothes then take them off,’ admitted Boris, ‘but there were other terrible things they made me do.’ Boris held his paws over his face from shame.


      ‘You can tell us, Boris,’ said Samantha kindly. ‘We won’t judge you.’


      Boris peaked through his paws. Tears had already welled in his eyes. ‘I had to stand there under baking hot lights, doing the same scene over and over and over again,’ he explained, ‘while the camera was on one actor, then the next, then the next. And when it came to be my turn to be on camera, well …’ Boris sobbed, ‘they were rude.’


      ‘What did they say?’ demanded Nanny Piggins.


      ‘They said …’ (Boris stopped to sob a few times and blow his nose on a handkerchief) … ‘they said that I should stop doing pirouettes and just say my lines,’ wept Boris.


      ‘Why were you doing ballet moves?’ asked Derrick.


      ‘It was such a dull scene,’ said Boris. ‘They were talking about the ultimate destruction of the universe and the fight of good versus evil, but it was just a bunch of people standing around yap-yap-yapping. I thought if I added some beautiful movement to the scene it would stop the viewers getting bored.’


      ‘Which sounds like an excellent idea,’ agreed Nanny Piggins.


      ‘But the director said that I was playing a Branthod and that Branthods don’t dance!’ continued Boris.


      ‘No!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins.


      ‘That’s what I said,’ said Boris. ‘I said, are you sure? If not ballet, then what about tap, or tango, or the cha-cha, or that funny type of Scottish dancing with the swords? But the director said, “No. Branthods don’t do any type of dancing at all.”’


      ‘That’s terrible,’ said Nanny Piggins.


      ‘That’s what I said,’ said Boris. ‘I never would have agreed to play the part if I knew that Branthods don’t dance. Nobody would be able to look at me for a second and believe that I couldn’t dance.’


      ‘Absolutely,’ agreed Nanny Piggins. ‘You have the body of a ballerina.’


      ‘So did you quit?’ asked Michael.


      ‘No, because at that point we stopped for lunch,’ said Boris. ‘They had laid out a table full of sandwiches, and baked goods, and snacks that were delicious. But after finishing my meal I looked up to see the whole crew and cast staring at me.’


      ‘Why?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Apparently that was not my lunch,’ explained Boris. ‘That lunch was for everybody to share.’


      ‘There wasn’t a table full of food each?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘No,’ said Boris.


      ‘But that’s ridiculous,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘You’re a growing bear.’


      ‘That’s what I said, but everyone was still cross at me,’ said Boris. ‘Except the actresses, because they don’t like eating.’


      ‘So were people mean to you?’ asked Derrick.


      ‘Well they looked like they were going to be,’ said Boris, ‘so I went to hide in my trailer. And when I got inside I remembered the packed lunch Nanny Piggins had made for me and I ate that to cheer myself up.’


      ‘Very wise,’ said Nanny Piggins.


      ‘But then when they called me for my next scene the door of my trailer had shrunk and I couldn’t get out,’ explained Boris.


      ‘The door had shrunk?’ asked Samantha.


      ‘What other explanation could there be?’ asked Boris.


      The children were too polite to point out that he may have gained some weight from eating enough food to feed fifty people, then a large suitcase full of honey-enhanced baked goods.


      ‘It was so humiliating,’ sobbed Boris. ‘If the lady from catering hadn’t found her can opener and used it to cut a wider doorway for me, I’d still be stuck there now.’


      ‘That was very kind of her,’ said Samantha.


      ‘The lady from catering likes me,’ explained Boris. ‘She says I am the first actor to appreciate her food.’


      ‘Then did you quit?’ asked Michael.


      ‘Well, I tried to,’ said Boris. ‘I went to see the producer and I told him how I felt and I wept a little, but instead of saying “That’s all right, Boris”, he got angry with me.’


      ‘No!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins.


      ‘He told me that I had signed a contract and I had to honour it or he would sue me for all my money,’ said Boris.


      ‘He threatened to sue you for 26 cents?’ asked Michael.


      ‘And he said if I didn’t finish the film he would see to it that I never worked again,’ continued Boris.


      ‘But you didn’t work before,’ said Samantha.


      ‘Yes, but that was from choice,’ said Boris. ‘I wouldn’t like to have the choice to do something taken away from me. So I have to go back and do it all again tomorrow.’


      ‘Hmm,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Not if you get fired.’


      ‘Oh no, I don’t want to be fired out of a cannon,’ said Boris. ‘You know I didn’t like it the one time I tried.’


      ‘No, I mean get fired from your job,’ explained Nanny Piggins. ‘You’ll just have to be so difficult to work with that they tear up your contract.’


      ‘But I don’t think I could do that,’ said Boris. ‘I don’t want to be difficult.’


      ‘You will have to learn,’ said Nanny Piggins.
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      And so that very evening Nanny Piggins and the children set to work teaching Boris to be unpleasant. It was not an easy job. Being such a polite bear, rudeness did not come naturally to him.


      Nanny Piggins decided to start small by teaching Boris to stop saying ‘please’ and ‘thank you’.


      ‘Right, I am going to hand you this biscuit,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘and when you take it I want you to not say thank you.’


      ‘All right,’ said Boris, staring at the biscuit with intent concentration.


      ‘Here goes,’ said Nanny Piggins, holding out the treat.


      Boris took it in his paw. ‘Thank you’ he said, before popping it in his mouth.


      ‘Boris,’ chided Nanny Piggins. ‘You’re were supposed to not say thank you. Remember you’re learning how to be a rude and obnoxious movie star.’


      ‘Sorry,’ said Boris.


      ‘You should stop saying that too,’ said Nanny Piggins.


      ‘I apologise,’ said Boris.


      ‘That’s too polite too,’ said Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Oh dear,’ said Boris. ‘I didn’t realise I was such a nice bear.’


      ‘But you are,’ said Samantha with a smile (she liked Boris just the way he was).


      ‘Okay, let’s try this again,’ said Nanny Piggins, holding up a biscuit. ‘Remember, no more thank yous.’


      She handed it to Boris.


      ‘Thank you,’ said Boris.


      ‘Bo-ris!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Sorry,’ said Boris. ‘When I see the biscuit I’m just so grateful to be getting it that everything else leaves my mind.’


      Nanny Piggins sighed. ‘That’s all right, we have all night. I’m sure I can teach you to be rude and obnoxious if we just stick with it.’
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      It did take all night. But by five in the morning Boris had stopped using politeness words and was even making a few rude demands like ‘fetch me a jar of honey,’ and ‘I’ll do as much ballet as I like’. The children suspected that sleep deprivation more than Nanny Piggins’ coaching had contributed to Boris’ new-found grumpiness.


      ‘All right,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘You’re all ready to go back to the set. When they see how rude you are now, I’m sure they’ll fire you.’


      ‘Do you think so?’ asked Boris hopefully.


      ‘If you are truly discourteous to everyone you’ll be fine,’ said Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Thank you,’ said Boris giving his sister a big hug.


      ‘Ah-ah-ah,’ chided Nanny Piggins.


      ‘That will be my last thank you for the day, I promise,’ said Boris.
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      At eight o’clock that night Boris returned home looking weary.


      ‘How did it go?’ asked Michael.


      ‘Dreadfully,’ said Boris.


      ‘Why? Because you couldn’t keep up being rude to everyone?’ asked Derrick.


      ‘No, I found I actually quite liked being rude to everyone once I got in the swing of it,’ said Boris. ‘The problem was that everybody else liked it too.’


      ‘What do you mean?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Apparently that is the way actors normally behave, so as soon as I started being rude and demanding the crew felt much more comfortable and they all started to like me,’ explained Boris. ‘Before I left they gave me this.’ Boris took out a mug. Printed on the side it read …


       


      Our Favourite Actor Of The Day


       


      ‘They give out mugs to their favourite actors?’ said a puzzled Nanny Piggins.


      ‘It’s more of a tool for upsetting the actors who don’t get the mugs,’ explained Boris. ‘And the director liked me so much he wants me written into more scenes, which will mean another four weeks added to my contract.’


      ‘Right, that’s it!’ announced Nanny Piggins. ‘This has gone on too long.’


      ‘What are you going to do?’ asked Derrick.


      ‘Are you going to teach Boris how to trash the set?’ asked Michael hopefully. (Like most small boys he enjoyed wrecking things.)


      ‘No, I’m going to take the matter in hand personally,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Boris, you get a good night’s rest. Tomorrow I will be coming to work with you to get you fired.’


      ‘Oh thank you, Sarah, thank you,’ gushed Boris. ‘If anybody can upset these film people, I’m sure you can.’
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      So the next morning Nanny Piggins and the children went with Boris to the film set. It was nowhere near as glamorous as the children had imagined. There were wires everywhere, scruffy people fiddling with equipment and all the glamorous high-tech space sets seemed to be entirely held together by gaffer tape.


      ‘We’re doing a big scene where the death-bots land their spaceship and have a huge phaser shoot-out with the heroes today,’ explained Boris. ‘So the crew are getting ready for that because there will be special effects with smoke and explosions.’


      ‘Right, you just wait here,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I’m going to go and see if I can get you fired in time to get home for The Young and the Irritable.’


      Nanny Piggins disappeared behind the sets. Boris and the children amused themselves for the next couple of hours by playing ‘Guess When The Crew Member Last Had A Bath’. The assistant directors looked pretty clean but some of the gaffers looked like they only washed on weekends (which is actually a look that takes much more time in front of the mirror to achieve).


      Three hours later Nanny Piggins had not re-emerged. And certainly nothing spectacular and sack-worthy had occurred. It looked like Boris was going to have to go on. He had been given make-up (one dab of powder on his shiny nose) and costume (a belt) and they were about to shoot the big special effects scene.


      ‘I do hope that Sarah hasn’t run off and forgotten about me,’ said Boris sadly.


      ‘Of course she hasn’t,’ said Michael.


      ‘Not unless she’s seen something to eat,’ said Derrick.


      ‘But all the catering department does is churn out delicious food!’ panicked Boris. ‘I’m doomed! I’m never going to see my sister again!’


      ‘Quiet, please!’ yelled the assistant director. ‘Everyone to your marks.’


      Which meant that all the actors, including Boris, had to go and stand on specific spots on the floor. Then they were given strict instructions not to move (not even to do ballet), because there were going to be so many explosions and phaser blasts that if they moved an inch they might get hurt by a piece of flying debris.


      ‘Okay, we’re going for a take,’ called the director through a bullhorn. ‘This scene is costing $400,000 to shoot. There will be no take two. So please, nobody stuff it up.’


      ‘Camera’s rolling,’ called the director of photography.


      ‘Sounds good,’ called the head of the sound department.


      ‘All right, ACTION!’ yelled the director.


      And suddenly Boris was in the midst of the most terrifying cacophony of explosions he had ever experienced. (At least, not since the Ringmaster hired a very angry Chinese fireworks expert who tried to blow up the whole circus with bottle rockets.)


      The lead actors were yelling dramatic dialogue – ‘You’ll never take me!’, ‘Nooo, I don’t care if you’re my biological father, I refuse to be evil!’ and ‘Shut up, Alien, you’re not the boss of me!’ – all while shooting at each other with phaser blasters.


      Then just as the melee of gun play and screamed dialogue was about to climax, the most unexpected thing happened. There was a huge explosion and Nanny Piggins, dressed in a space costume, smashed in through the back of the set, tearing the canvas that had been painstakingly painted to look like outer space.


      When she landed gracefully, by slamming into the leading lady and knocking her down, all the other actors froze in stunned astonishment.


      ‘I am Pigdora, Queen of the Pig People, from the planet Swineacentori,’ announced Nanny Piggins. ‘And I have come here to tell you all off for making too much noise and disturbing the rest of the galaxy.’


      The lead actors looked at each other. They knew this was an expensive scene and it could not be shot again, so they had to improvise.


      ‘Um … sorry?’ said the heroic leading man.


      ‘CUT!!!’ screamed the director, throwing his bullhorn on the ground and marching out onto set.


      ‘Oh goody,’ said Boris. ‘I think this is the bit where I get fired!’


      ‘Who are you?’ the director demanded, standing over Nanny Piggins.


      ‘I am Boris’ sister,’ announced Nanny Piggins. ‘I was visiting him when I thought it would be fun to join in.’


      ‘You just thought you’d join in?!’ exclaimed the director.


      ‘Yes,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Oh I do hope I haven’t done anything wrong.’ (Which was a fib.)


      ‘You …’ said the director, stabbing his finger at Nanny Piggins, ‘were brilliant!’ He broke into a big smile.


      ‘I was?’ asked Nanny Piggins in confusion.


      The director grabbed her and kissed her once on each cheek. And Nanny Piggins was so shocked she did not even stamp on his foot.


      ‘We’ve been looking for a way to end that scene,’ enthused the director. ‘You were perfect. Just what we needed.’ He turned to the producer. ‘Fire the writer! We’re going with the ending this pig improvised.’


      ‘Wait! Hang on a minute, we need to talk …’ began Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Yes, we do need to talk,’ agreed the director, putting his arm around Nanny Piggins’ shoulders and leading her away. ‘I’m going to sign you up to a lucrative, long-term, multi-picture deal.’


      ‘This isn’t what Nanny Piggins planned, is it?’ Boris asked the children.


      ‘I don’t think so,’ said Michael.


      They watched as Nanny Piggins disappeared into the director’s trailer.


      ‘Oh dear,’ said Boris. ‘I’m going to be stuck being a movie star forever.’
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      Boris and the children sat helplessly watching the outside of the director’s trailer. They were given very little indication of what was going on inside. Occasionally they could hear yelling but they could not make out what was being yelled. And at one stage there was clearly a struggle because the trailer rocked back and forth and there was the sound of china being smashed over someone’s head.


      After two hours the door suddenly burst open and Nanny Piggins emerged. She walked straight over to Boris and grabbed him by the arm.


      ‘Come on, we’re going,’ said Nanny Piggins.


      ‘But …’ began Boris.


      ‘No buts,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘We have to get out of here before I do something else that’s fabulous and one of these lunatics tries to put me in an action-adventure comedy.’


      Later that day, Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children sat around their kitchen table eating Madeira cake to calm their nerves after such an eventful morning. Nanny Piggins explained what had happened in the trailer.


      ‘They wanted to sign me to an exclusive long-term contract for millions and millions of dollars,’ shuddered Nanny Piggins. ‘But after a lot of haggling I got them to agree to my terms.’


      ‘What were they?’ asked Michael.


      ‘I said they could use the footage of me smashing in through the back of the set, rename the movie Revenge of the Pig Queen and put huge movie posters of me all around the world, on the condition that they immediately fire Boris and give us enough money to pay for the damages at the Honey Emporium.’


      ‘And they agreed to that?’ asked Derrick.


      ‘Reluctantly,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘They are going to get in an animatronic pig to play me in the rest of the movie.’


      ‘What about Boris’ part?’ asked Samantha.


      ‘They are going to get a man in a hairy suit to replace him,’ explained Nanny Piggins.


      ‘But that sounds crazy,’ said Derrick.


      ‘As far as I can tell, these film people are crazy,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘They’re even worse than circus folk.’


      ‘True,’ agreed Boris, ‘but their catering is much better.’


      ‘But Nanny Piggins, why didn’t you take the deal?’ asked Derrick. ‘You’d be a rich movie star with millions and millions of dollars.’


      ‘Then who’d look after you three?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘I could hardly leave your father in charge.’


      ‘And I’m not management material,’ said Boris sadly.


      Nanny Piggins gave him a supportive hug. ‘That’s all right. It’s much better I stay here and be the nanny. If I were a rich glamorous super celebrity I wouldn’t have nearly enough time for baking.’
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      BANG, BANG, BANG! Someone was loudly and rudely knocking at the Green’s front door. And the rudest thing about it was that they were knocking on the door at six o’clock on Saturday morning, a time of the day when Nanny Piggins and the children preferred to be fast asleep.


      ‘We’re under attack!’ panicked Nanny Piggins as she leapt into action.


      ‘Why are we being attacked?’ asked Derrick blearily as the children emerged from their bedrooms to see why their nanny was yelling and running about.


      ‘Who knows!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘It could be the police, it could be a rival flying pig, it could be the milkman fed up with me for denouncing him for not putting chocolate in the milk and making all his customers much happier. But we can’t just roll over and surrender, we must fight back.’


      Nanny Piggins was pushing a chair over to the hall window, which overlooked the front door.


      ‘Shouldn’t we look and see who it is first?’ asked Samantha.


      ‘And lose the element of surprise?!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘I think not. Michael, fetch the bucket of custard I keep on my nightstand.’


      Michael ran off.


      ‘Why do you keep a bucket of custard on your nightstand?’ asked Derrick.


      ‘For just this sort of eventuality,’ explained Nanny Piggins. ‘Or in case I get peckish in the night and the chocolate cake I keep on my other nightstand is a little dry.’


      Nanny Piggins climbed up on the chair. Michael ran back with the custard (which is not easy to do without slopping some on your pyjamas. Fortunately this was a very thick custard, so Michael only got a litre or so on his clothes). Nanny Piggins threw open the window, took the bucket and hurled the contents onto the heads of the unsuspecting victims knocking below.


      She was immediately satisfied with the results. There was lots of screaming of ‘Whhaaa!!’, ‘What is this!’, and ‘Mmmm it’s rather good custard’.


      ‘Go away!’ yelled Nanny Piggins authoritatively from the window. ‘I absolutely refuse to serve time, or duel another flying pig, or give away my custard recipe, so you may as well go home.’


      Two custard-covered men looked up at the window.


      ‘We only wanted to ask where number 47 was,’ said the larger man.


      ‘What’s he talking about?’ asked Derrick.


      ‘I think it’s some sort of secret spy code,’ said Nanny Piggins.


      ‘We’re removalists and we’re supposed to be unloading our truck at number 47,’ explained the thinner, custard-covered man.


      Nanny Piggins and the children now noticed the huge eighteen-wheeler truck parked in the street, with the words ‘Rapid Removals’ written on the side.


      ‘Oh!’ said Nanny Piggins, beginning to feel a little foolish about throwing custard without asking a few questions first.


      ‘This is a strange street,’ continued the thin, custard-covered man. ‘There are no numbers on the letterboxes, the curbs, the front doors, anywhere! How are we supposed to know which house is which?’


      ‘Yes, how very strange,’ said Nanny Piggins. Although to her it was not strange at all. She knew exactly why there were no numbers on any of the houses. It was because she had been up and down the street the previous afternoon, prying them off, painting them over and peeling them from letterboxes. You see, Nanny Piggins had a library book which had been overdue for two weeks, and she reasoned that she would not get a fine if the postman could not find the house to deliver the fine notice (the flaw in the logic was that the postman had been delivering mail to their neighbourhood for 12 years, so he knew which house was which. He particularly knew where Sarah Matahari Lorelai Piggins lived because at no other house was he ever attacked, then offered mouth-wateringly delicious cake, then attacked again). ‘Number 47 is the house four doors up. It’s the one that smells like mushrooms.’


      ‘Come again?’ asked the larger removalist.


      ‘It’s the one with the For Sale sign in the front yard,’ added Derrick more helpfully.


      ‘Thanks,’ chorused the removalists, as they turned to their truck.


      ‘And?’ said Nanny Piggins meaningfully.


      The men turned back, they looked confused.


      ‘Aren’t you going to thank me for the custard?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      The men licked some of the custard that was still covering their faces and dripping through their hair. While it was inconvenient to be covered in thick sticky liquid, especially at such an early hour in the morning, they could not deny that the custard was delicious. ‘Thank you,’ called the men.


      ‘You’re welcome,’ said Nanny Piggins happily, before shutting the window and turning to the children. ‘Well, this is going to make for a fun morning.’


      ‘It is?’ asked Derrick.


      ‘Oh yes,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Derrick, run and fetch the binoculars and your father’s telescope. Michael, go next door and borrow Mrs Simpson’s camera with the telephoto lens, and remember it’s early, so try not to wake her up when you sneak in. And Samantha, you run around the corner and borrow some field glasses from the retired army colonel who is deeply in love with me.’


      Fifteen minutes later they all gathered down in the living room. In that time Nanny Piggins had been busy herself. She had entirely draped the front of the house in camouflage netting.


      ‘What’s all this for?’ asked Michael.


      ‘Spying,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘We are going to watch the removalists unpack their truck. That way we can learn all about our new neighbours by seeing what sort of things they own.’


      ‘Isn’t that an invasion of their privacy?’ asked Samantha.


      ‘Oh yes,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘But it would be rude not to do it. We don’t want our new neighbours to think we don’t take an interest in them. Besides, finding out what they’ve got now saves me having to break into their house and snoop around later.’


      Normally watching two men unload box after box, for hour after hour, would be a trifle dull. But with Nanny Piggins it was fun. She would get excited by the most ordinary brown cardboard box, crying things like: ‘Look at that one! I bet there is a dead body in there.’ And when one of the children pointed out that it was not big enough to contain a dead body, Nanny Piggins would only reply, ‘Even worse. It must be half a dead body!’


      By the time the truck was entirely unloaded Nanny Piggins was convinced that in addition to the normal household furniture they had seen unpacked, their new neighbours also had boxes and boxes of dead bodies, murder weapons, pirate treasure and stolen ancient artefacts (all cursed, obviously).


      ‘Well, children, this is a sad day for me,’ sighed Nanny Piggins. ‘Until today, I was the most interesting person who lived on the street. But now that psychotic antique-stealing pirates have moved in four doors down, I shall have to take second place.’


      ‘You don’t know they are psychotic antique-stealing pirates,’ said Samantha reasonably. ‘Those plain brown boxes could just as easily have been full of books and kitchen equipment.’


      ‘Oh no,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘There was something about those plain brown boxes. They looked wicked.’


      The children had long realised there was no point in trying to get their nanny to see reason; her brain was unaccustomed to it. So they simply changed the subject by pointing out that it was lunchtime, and got on with their day.
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      And so Nanny Piggins and the children forgot about the excitement of having psychotic antique-stealing pirates down the street until the next morning, when they were again brutally woken up by the BANG BANG BANG of someone pounding at the front door.


      ‘Right!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘Where’s my custard?’


      Unfortunately she had eaten the custard during the night. (They’d had an unusually dry Dundee cake as a midnight snack.) So Nanny Piggins had to go down to the front door to confront the people herself.


      ‘But Nanny Piggins,’ worried Samantha, as the children followed their nanny, ‘surely you’re not actually going to open the door? What if it’s the police?’


      ‘Or a rival flying pig?’ said Michael.


      ‘Or a sales rep from a telephone company?’ asked Derrick.


      ‘I am prepared to take the risk,’ said Nanny Piggins, flinging open the front door.


      But on the doorstep, Nanny Piggins was shocked to discover a lovely looking elderly man and woman. Now, you may think it’s odd of me to describe them as being lovely looking, although indeed they were. They were smiling, well dressed, healthy looking old people who radiated goodwill. But as far as Nanny Piggins was concerned, the single and most outstandingly lovely thing about them was that the elderly woman was holding an enormous chocolate mud cake (that did not look at all dry). Nanny Piggins could not stay angry in the presence of such a cake, so without being offered, she took a slice and started eating. As far as Nanny Piggins was concerned, holding a cake in a forward position was equal to an invitation and if these strangers did not want her to start eating it, they should have encased it in the safety of a Tupperware container.


      ‘How dare you wake us by rudely banging on our door at such an obscenely early hour,’ said Nanny Piggins, as she chewed the delicious cake.


      ‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ said the old woman, her face beginning to crumple. ‘It is 11 o’clock. We didn’t realise you would still be in bed. Are you a shift worker?’


      ‘Yes, I am,’ said Nanny Piggins, helping herself to another slice. ‘Nannying is a 24/7 job.’


      ‘We just popped by to introduce ourselves,’ said the old man. ‘We’re Ida and Bruce Pidgeon. We’ve just moved in to number 47.’


      ‘Then why are you bringing us cake?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘Surely we should be bringing you cake?’ (Nanny Piggins had been planning to take them a six-tier lemon cake that very afternoon.)


      ‘We just wanted to get off on a good foot with everyone,’ said Mrs Pidgeon, smiling again. ‘We’re so happy to be part of such a lovely neighbourhood.’


      ‘Oh dear, is there something wrong with your eyes?’ asked Nanny Piggins kindly. ‘Do you suffer from cataracts?’


      Mrs Pidgeon laughed and shook her finger at Nanny Piggins. ‘We’ve heard about you.’


      ‘You have?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘Where? The police reports? The evening news?’


      ‘The other neighbours,’ said Mr Pidgeon. ‘They’ve all been telling us what good fun you are.’


      Now it was the children’s turn to raise their eyebrows.


      ‘Anyway, we just wanted to pop by, say hello, give you this cake and invite you to our little house-warming party next weekend,’ said Mrs Pidgeon, handing Nanny Piggins an envelope.


      ‘It’s going to be a mystery party,’ said the old man with a big wink.


      ‘Is there something wrong with your eyes too?!’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘You two really should see a good optometrist.’


      The old couple just laughed.


      ‘Bye,’ said Mrs Pidgeon.


      ‘See you at the party next weekend,’ called Mr Pidgeon.
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      Nanny Piggins and the children walked through to the kitchen so they could enjoy some pre-breakfast chocolate as they read their invitation. But as soon as Nanny Piggins opened the envelope and took out the card, she let out a yelp of horror.


      ‘Aaagghh!’ yelped Nanny Piggins.


      ‘What is it?’ asked Derrick, straining to read the card upside down.


      ‘They’re murderers!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins.


      ‘And they gave you a card saying that?’ asked Samantha.


      ‘See for yourselves,’ said Nanny Piggins.


      The children gathered round their nanny to see the card. It read:


       


      A murder most foul will take place at number 47 Stedman St. You are invited to come along and join in the search for the killer.


       


      ‘Should I call the Police Sergeant?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘Or do you think Mr and Mrs Pidgeon will murder me if I did?’


      ‘Um, Nanny Piggins,’ said Derrick looking more closely at the card. ‘I think you’ll find they aren’t real murderers.’


      ‘You won’t say that when they hit you over the head with a candlestick in the conservatory,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I’ve read all those Agatha Christie books. I know that’s what innocent-looking nice old people do all the time.’


      ‘No, I mean it’s just a game,’ continued Derrick. ‘They’re holding a mystery dinner party where you pretend there has been a murder, for fun, so the guests can unravel the clues.’


      ‘They are going to murder someone for fun to liven up a dinner party!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘They’re even more cold-blooded than I imagined.’


      ‘No, it’s just pretend,’ Samantha assured her. ‘No-one will really get murdered. Someone will just scream and lie in a pool of ketchup on the ground.’


      ‘But that’s worse,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Ketchup will ruin their clothes. I’d rather be murdered than get a ketchup stain on my dress.’


      ‘Hang on,’ said Derrick, and he continued to read the papers from the envelope. ‘We’ve all been given characters and we have to wear certain costumes.’


      ‘These murderers are diabolical!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘They kill people at their dinner parties, they put ketchup stains on their clothes, and then, on top of it all, they have the audacity to tell you what to wear?!!’


      ‘Nanny Piggins, you are Brianna the Basher – the world’s greatest female professional wrestling star,’ said Derrick, reading off the character summaries.


      ‘Oh, that’s all right then,’ said Nanny Piggins. If she was going to get to wear her hot pink lycra wrestling suit, she would not complain. It made her look even more fabulous than normal.


      ‘And we have to go dressed as the Singh triplets,’ read Samantha. ‘Three child chemistry prodigies.’


      ‘What do child chemistry prodigies wear?’ asked Michael.


      ‘Tuxedos and a cocktail dress, I should think,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘If you’re smart enough to be a prodigy, you’d be smart enough to buy wonderful clothes.’


      ‘Oh, look at this!’ said Derrick. ‘They’ve invited Father too.’


      ‘No!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins, peering round to read the invitation herself. ‘Surely one of the other neighbours warned them about him.’


      ‘It says he has to go dressed as Ronaldo, a Spanish flamenco dancer,’ said Derrick.


      At this point Nanny Piggins and the children burst out laughing.


      ‘That settles it,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Even though it is obviously incredibly dangerous to go to a party hosted by murderers so brazen they publicise their crimes on written invitations, we still must go, because we have to see your father in a Spanish flamenco costume.’


      ‘He won’t want to do it,’ predicted Samantha.


      ‘Then we will have to leave him with no choice,’ said Nanny Piggins.


      ‘But you do understand that they aren’t really murderers?’ asked Derrick. ‘And that this is just a make-believe whodunnit game?’


      ‘Hah!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘That’s just what they want you to think, isn’t it? Which is why hosting a pretend murder is such a perfect cover for committing a real one.’


      At this point the children gave up. They realised that the idea of a real and fake murder mystery had become so blended in their nanny’s head, it was beyond their powers of reasoned argument to separate them. And they did not want to say anymore in case they discouraged Nanny Piggins from attending at all, when they so desperately wanted to see their father dressed as a flamenco dancer. (They had no idea what flamenco dancers wore, but they felt sure it would be something much more spectacular than the boring three-piece woollen suits that were his usual uniform.)
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      Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children spent all week working on their costumes for the party. (Boris had received an invitation too. He was to go as Rupert Danieri, a brilliant but bad-tempered orchestra conductor.)


      Nanny Piggins painstakingly sewed three thousand sequins onto her wrestling leotard, because she wanted to look wonderful and she found that being shiny was always a good first step. And the children bought a chemistry set and practised blowing things up in the backyard, just to get in character.


      The biggest obstacle was persuading Mr Green to go. Nanny Piggins informed him at breakfast one morning that he had been invited, she had hired him a costume and that she was giving him no choice in the matter. But Mr Green ranted for a full half hour about how ‘this was his house and he was in charge,’ and ‘he had no intention dressing up like a circus clown’. Nanny Piggins just kept calmly eating her breakfast. When Mr Green finally ran out of energy she simply responded, ‘We’ll see.’


      When the night of the party came Nanny Piggins and the children got ready (Boris was meeting them there because of course Mr Green had still not realised that there was a ten-foot-tall dancing bear living in his garden shed). Meanwhile Mr Green hid in his study.


      It said very explicitly on their invitation that guests must not be late or they might miss the murder entirely and neither Nanny Piggins nor the children wanted to do that. So the children began to worry when at ten to eight Nanny Piggins had not emerged from her bedroom. And their father was still locked in his study (he had bought a bicycle lock and strapped it round the door handle to protect himself from his nanny on this particularly evening).


      The children were standing in the hallway starting to get seriously anxious when they heard a cough above them. They looked up to see the most breathtaking sight. After shielding their eyes from the glare coming off their nanny’s outfit, they could not deny she looked amazing. A hot pink lycra wrestling suit suited her, but a hot pink lycra wrestling suit with sequins suited her even better. Not only did she look spectacular, there was no way she would ever be hit by a car crossing the street when she was giving off more reflected light than a mirror ball.


      ‘Wow!’ marvelled Derrick.


      ‘You look amazing,’ said Michael.


      ‘Thank you,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I just hope my outfit is gorgeous enough to make the murderer fall in love with me at first sight and forget about murdering people altogether.’


      ‘But what about Father?’ asked Samantha. ‘Are we going to leave him at home?’


      ‘Of course not,’ said Nanny Piggins.


      ‘But we’re supposed to be at the party in six minutes,’ worried Samantha.


      ‘That’s plenty of time,’ said Nanny Piggins, taking Mr Green’s flamenco costume from the hall closet. ‘Stand back,’ she advised the children, before screaming her loudest ‘Hiiiiyyyyaaaahhh!’ and smashing down Mr Green’s study door with one swift kick. ‘Wait here, I’ll be back in a moment,’ said Nanny Piggins. She disappeared into the study, propping the door back up against the doorway.


      The children were not entirely sure what happened next. They could hear the sound of running, then wrestling, then screaming and begging for mercy (which, although high-pitched, was definitely not the voice of their nanny). Then some sniffing and sobbing, along with the sound of clothes being taken off hangers. Three minutes later (and with two minutes to spare) Nanny Piggins and Mr Green emerged. She was smiling happily. And Mr Green had that red-eyed look of someone who had been crying.


      But the children were not looking at their father’s face. They were looking at his amazing outfit. The tight black pants and the even tighter black waistcoat were obviously embarrassing for a man of his girth. But it was the shirt he wore that was the highlight. It was even more colourful and certainly more gaudy than Nanny Piggins’ wrestling suit. The sleeves were frill-on-frill of the brightest colours, and they wiggled every time he moved.


      Now the children started crying, but theirs were tears of laughter. They rolled around the floor guffawing for a full minute, which left them exactly one minute to walk up the road and arrive at the party on time.
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      Nanny Piggins and the children were not the only ones who had taken trouble over their costumes. The retired army colonel was there dressed as a bull fighter. Mrs Simpson, their lovely next door neighbour, was dressed as a dancer from the Moulin Rouge. Mrs McGill, their nasty next door neighbour, was dressed as a beekeeper. Mr and Mrs Pidgeon were dressed up as a 1920s gangster and his moll. And of course Boris was there, looking very handsome in his black tail coat. (Boris liked wearing black because it was slimming. He only looked 690 kilos with his suit on.)


      ‘Watch your backs, children,’ advised Nanny Piggins as they entered the drawing room. ‘A murder mystery party is not nearly as much fun if you are the one carted out in a body bag in the first five minutes.’


      ‘We’re just having drinks and canapés and getting to know each other,’ said Mr Pidgeon.


      Nanny Piggins helped herself to a plate of cheese puffs. ‘Very well,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘But I want you all to know that I’m watching you. And if any of you murder me I shall be very cross.’


      ‘Aaaaagggghhh!!!’ The party was interrupted by a bloodcurdling scream.


      ‘Oh dear,’ said Mr Pidgeon conspiratorially. ‘That sounds like Mrs Pidgeon up in the attic.’


      Nanny Piggins flew in the direction of the scream. ‘Don’t worry! If the murderer is still there, I’ll wrestle them to the ground.’


      When everyone else arrived in the attic a few moments later, they found Nanny Piggins sitting on top of Mrs Pidgeon, who was being restrained in a very uncomfortable looking leg lock.


      ‘I’ve caught her,’ said Nanny Piggins proudly.


      ‘But I didn’t do the murder,’ protested Mrs Pidgeon. ‘I just found the body.’


      ‘A likely story,’ scoffed Nanny Piggins.


      Derrick hurried to the body and turned it over. It was just a mannequin dressed up in a suit.


      ‘That’s not a person, that’s just a big doll,’ protested Nanny Piggins. ‘What sort of sick murderer are we dealing with here?’


      ‘Nanny Piggins, you do understand this is just a game, don’t you?’ asked Mr Pidgeon.


      ‘She doesn’t,’ said Samantha.


      ‘You’re supposed to notice that he is holding two tickets from Paris,’ said Mr Pidgeon.


      ‘How terrible!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘Being murdered right after a lovely holiday in France. It’s a good job he is just a mannequin or he’d be really upset.’


      ‘Now we have to go downstairs and while we’re enjoying the salad course, we can ask each other questions, trying to find clues about who did it,’ said Mrs Pidgeon.


      ‘Shouldn’t we call the Police Sergeant,’ asked Nanny Piggins, ‘so he can take everyone down to the station for cross-examination?’


      ‘You just want to get out of eating the salad course,’ guessed Michael accurately.


      So they all gathered around the Pidgeon’s large mahogany dining table. The salad was, in Nanny Piggins’ opinion, not too revolting because it was covered in cheese and mayonnaise and when she sprinkled some chocolate cake over it (from her handbag) it was really very nice, so she cheered up.


      ‘Now it’s time to uncover more clues,’ said Mr Pidgeon.


      ‘All right,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I’ll start.’ She promptly leapt up on the table, ran over to where Mr Green was sitting, grabbed him by the lapels of his flamenco costume and began shaking him vigorously, yelling, ‘You did it, didn’t you? We all know it was you!! You’re the murderer!!!’


      It took the retired army colonel and Boris several minutes to wrestle Nanny Piggins away from him. (Which were some of the happiest minutes of the retired army colonel’s life.) Eventually they all returned, panting, to their seats.


      ‘Nanny Piggins, you’re just meant to ask questions,’ said Mr Pidgeon. ‘For example, I could ask, “Weren’t you in Paris last week, taking part in a wrestling match with an Angolan crocodile at the Champs Élysées?”’


      ‘I was doing no such thing!’ protested Nanny Piggins. ‘I didn’t go anywhere last week. I was too busy working on my fudge recipe.’


      ‘Mr Pidgeon is asking your character, not you,’ whispered Derrick. ‘Remember the character booklet that came with your invitation?’


      ‘Ooooh,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Brianna was in Paris last week.’


      ‘You see, there’s a clue,’ said Mr Pidgeon. ‘You crossed paths with the victim last week.’


      ‘Are you accusing me of being a murderer?!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘How dare you! I’m a child-care professional!’


      ‘No no no,’ said Mr Pidgeon. ‘We’re just searching for clues. Does anybody else have an alibi?’


      ‘I’m going to powder my nose,’ said Nanny Piggins, getting up from the table.


      The children all knew ‘I need to powder my nose’ was Nanny Piggins’ ladylike code for – ‘I’m tired of this and I’m going upstairs to rifle through the cupboards and drawers to entertain myself.’


      The questioning went on.


      After they had finished eating, the guests were invited to go out in the garden and look for the murder weapon. The children thought about fetching Nanny Piggins but they were glad they did not because the murder weapon was nothing exciting like a samurai sword or a South American throwing bola. It was just a boring old steam iron. And they knew Nanny Piggins would not be impressed by such a mundane household item.


      So the guests returned inside for the soup course and more questions. Mrs Pidgeon had just set the last bowl of pumpkin soup on the table when Nanny Piggins burst back into the room. ‘I know who the murderer is!’ she declared. ‘Or rather, who the murderers are!’


      ‘Oh would you be quiet for five minutes so we can at least enjoy our meal?’ complained Mr Green, before noisily slurping his soup.


      ‘Noooooooo!’ roared Nanny Piggins as she threw herself across the room, and smacked the spoon out of Mr Green’s hand.


      ‘What are you doing?’ protested Mr Green.


      ‘That is poisoned soup,’ declared Nanny Piggins, ‘because Mr and Mrs Pidgeon are the murderers!’


      Mr and Mrs Pidgeon laughed. ‘Interesting theory, Nanny Piggins,’ said Mr Pidgeon, ‘but we’ve only had two clues. There are three more to come, so why don’t you wait and see what happens.’


      ‘Hah!’ scoffed Nanny Piggins. ‘I know what is really going on here because I have been upstairs going through your underwear drawer, which incidentally is a very foolish place to leave your tax returns when you invite me over to dinner. Because I now know that you were both fabulously wealthy orchid horticulturalists who lost all your money when you were given bad tax advice by your lawyer, one … Mr Lysander Green!’


      Nanny Piggins pointed dramatically at Mr Green.


      Everyone gasped.


      ‘This game is jolly good,’ said Mrs Simpson.


      ‘You can’t prove it,’ said Mr Pidgeon.


      ‘Yes I can, because I have the entire contents of your sock drawer stuffed inside my lycra bodysuit,’ declared Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Even the socks?’ asked Boris.


      ‘Especially the socks,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘They were the most incriminating part, for the socks had the monogram LG. And we all know that Mr Green likes to give people socks with his initials on them.’ (Derrick, Samantha and Michael each got two pairs every year; one pair for their birthdays and one for Christmas.)


      ‘But the murdered person is a mannequin in the attic,’ reasoned Boris, ‘and the murder weapon is a steam iron in the garden.’


      ‘Hah!’ scoffed Nanny Piggins again. ‘That was just a ruse. A decoy. A red herring. The real murder victim is Mr Green, and the real murder weapon is that bowl of soup.’


      Nanny Piggins turned and pointed at Mr Green’s soup bowl, which she was immediately astonished to see was now empty as Mr Green spooned the last morsel into his mouth. ‘You ate it!’ she exclaimed.


      ‘It was delicious,’ said Mr Green. (He always enjoyed free food much more than food he had to pay for himself.)


      ‘But it was full of walnuts!’ protested Nanny Piggins. ‘And anyone who has ever eaten with you knows you are allergic to all tree nuts. If one passes your lips, within five minutes you will go into full anaphylactic shock!’


      Everyone gasped again.


      ‘That’s right!’ declared Mrs Pidgeon. ‘I ground them up and put them in myself.’


      ‘Ida, don’t,’ warned Mr Pidgeon.


      ‘I’m tired of this charade,’ said Mrs Pidgeon. ‘I don’t care who knows anymore. We knew he was allergic to nuts because when we met him to get tax advice, instead of talking about our business structure he went on and on about his child-care problems, and how selfish his wife was for falling over the side of the boat, and how if we were to get him a thank-you present to not get chocolates with nuts in them because he was allergic to them.’


      ‘She’s right,’ said Mr Pidgeon. ‘He even gave us a list of the nuts he was allergic to and the brands of chocolates that he preferred.’


      ‘That’s actually very sensible,’ said Nanny Piggins, with begrudging admiration.


      ‘Hang on,’ said Derrick, looking closely at his father. ‘If Father has had a whole bowl of walnut-laced soup, then why isn’t he dead yet? He hasn’t even come out in a rash or started wheezing.’


      They turned and looked at Mr Green. While he was a trifle pale and guilty-looking, he was certainly not dead.


      ‘Yes?’ agreed Nanny Piggins. ‘What’s wrong with you? Why aren’t you dead yet?’


      ‘I’m sure it will come over me in a minute,’ spluttered Mr Green, pretending very unconvincingly to wheeze.


      ‘You’re not sick at all,’ scolded Nanny Piggins.


      ‘All right, I confess,’ said Mr Green. ‘I’m not really allergic to nuts.’


      ‘But you’ve been telling everyone for years that you’re allergic,’ protested Samantha.


      ‘I just do it to make myself more interesting,’ admitted Mr Green. ‘It gives me something to talk about in restaurants.’


      All the guests stared at Mr Green. He really was pitiful.


      ‘You should have taken a swing at him with the steam iron,’ said Boris sadly.


      ‘I know,’ sobbed Mrs Pidgeon, ‘but we’ve been reading so many Agatha Christie books lately and her characters are forever poisoning each other, so it seemed like a good idea at the time.’


      The guests could now hear the sound of a siren getting closer.


      ‘That’s the Police Sergeant,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I called him on the upstairs telephone. I’m sorry, Mr and Mrs Pidgeon, I now have to citizen’s arrest you for attempted murder. But on the bright side, you can spend the rest of your lives in jail knowing you’ve thrown a marvellously exciting dinner party.’


      ‘She’s right,’ agreed the retired army colonel (although he always thought Nanny Piggins was right). ‘It’s the best dinner party I’ve been to. And I’ve been to dinner parties in wartime when people really did get killed.’


      ‘Before the police arrive and take us away,’ said Mr Pidgeon, ‘would you mind if we go out to the conservatory and say goodbye to our orchids.’


      ‘I don’t see what harm it could do,’ agreed Nanny Piggins.


      The guests all followed Mr and Mrs Pidgeon out to their conservatory. It was a beautiful glass room full of the most elegant and exotic orchids.


      ‘Goodbye ophrys apifera … goodbye vanilla planifolia …’ began Mrs Pidgeon, touching each plant fondly.


      ‘And goodbye to all of you suckers!’ cried Mr Pidgeon as he pressed a secret button in the wall, releasing a trapdoor and causing him and his wife to plummet downwards.


      Nanny Piggins and the children rushed over to see a secret underground garage, where Mr and Mrs Pidgeon leapt on a high-powered motorcycle, sped up a ramp and out into the street.


      ‘I didn’t see that coming,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I wish we had a secret trapdoor and waiting motorcycle at our house.’


      By the time the Police Sergeant was on the scene, the Pidgeons were long gone.
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      Later that night Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children sat around the kitchen table, trying to come to terms with the strange events of the evening.


      ‘Who would have thought someone would go to such elaborate lengths to finish off Father,’ marvelled Michael.


      ‘I have no trouble believing it at all,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘The greater surprise is that people don’t try to feed him poisoned soup more often.’


      ‘Do you think the Police Sergeant will ever catch the Pidgeons?’ asked Samantha.


      ‘Oh no,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘With their great gift for horticulture they will easily be able to disappear into the forest.’


      ‘It’s just sad that nobody ever solved the make-believe murder,’ said Boris. ‘With the Pidgeons gone, we’ll never find out who murdered the mannequin in the attic with the steam iron.’


      ‘Oh that’s easy,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I knew that as soon as we heard the scream.’


      ‘You did?’ marvelled Michael.


      ‘Who did it?’ asked Derrick.


      ‘Samantha,’ said Nanny Piggins.


      They all turned and looked at Samantha, and she blushed.


      ‘And that’s how I knew,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Samantha blushed when she heard the scream, she blushed whenever anyone mentioned the steam iron, and she blushed when you found the tickets from Paris.’


      Samantha blushed again.


      ‘Don’t worry,’ said Nanny Piggins, giving Samantha a hug. ‘Blushing is a very becoming characteristic in a young lady. As long as you never have to murder anybody in real life, it shouldn’t be a problem.’
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      Nanny Piggins and the children were sitting around the dining room table, eating breakfast with Mr Green. None of them had intended to start their Saturday morning this way. Mr Green had got up early planning to go into the office before his children woke up. But in a terrible coincidence, Nanny Piggins and the children had also woken up early hoping to go out slug-catching before Mr Green surfaced. (Michael had a particularly unpleasant spelling instructor and Nanny Piggins thought a jam jar full of slugs in her handbag would sort her out.) As a result they all had to spend ten minutes hurriedly eating their breakfast in shared company. They got through the ordeal by not making eye contact or saying anything. That was until halfway through the unpleasant meal when a pigeon flew into the room and landed on Mr Green’s head.


      ‘Aaaaggghh!’ shrieked Mr Green, who did not realise it was a pigeon. He just knew something was digging its claws into his scalp. (Please note – should a pigeon ever land on your head, it is actually very unwise to shriek loudly. Pigeons are small-brained, nervous creatures and if you give them a shock they do tend to go to the toilet, regardless of whether they are somewhere where such a thing is appropriate.)


      ‘Shut the window!’ called Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Shouldn’t we be opening the window wider to shoo the pigeon out?’ asked Derrick.


      ‘Not at all,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘We should be tempting the pigeon to join us for breakfast, because look, she’s got a letter.’


      Sure enough, when the pigeon stood still to nibble on the slice of toast Nanny Piggins was holding out to her, they could all see that there was a powder-blue envelope tied to the pigeon’s leg with a red ribbon.


      ‘That is an awfully big envelope with awfully thick and fancy stationery to be tied to a poor pigeon’s leg,’ observed Michael.


      ‘Who would do such a thing?’ asked Samantha but, as is often the way with these questions, before she had even finished asking it she knew the answer.


      ‘The Ringmaster!’ they all exclaimed. (Except for Mr Green – he was still trying to get his hair clean using a napkin. Fortunately he used so much hair grease that the pigeon poop had actually slid right off and landed on the back of his suit jacket, something he would not realise until three days later when Nanny Piggins pointed it out to him.)


      Nanny Piggins quickly tore open the envelope and read the letter inside.


      
        Dear Sarah,


        You must come and visit me in prison. I need your help urgently. It is a matter of life and death! And could you bring a tin of Maxwell’s Moustache Styling Wax. I have been reduced to using cooking lard and as a result smell like three-day-old chips.


        Your Dear Friend,

        The Ringmaster

      


      ‘Do you think someone is trying to kill the Ringmaster?’ exclaimed Samantha.


      ‘I’m sure several people are. His cellmate, the prison guards, the person he had to trick to get this lovely stationery just for a start,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘But I wouldn’t worry about it. The Ringmaster is forever saying things are a matter of life and death. He uses the expression like most people use commas.’


      ‘You never use commas,’ Michael pointed out.


      ‘I know,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘They baffle me. Nasty little squiggles. I’ve got no idea where to put them. When I want to pause for emphasis I simply stop talking. I don’t comma.’


      ‘But are you going to go and visit the Ringmaster?’ asked Derrick.


      ‘Hmmm,’ said Nanny Piggins, as she thought it over. ‘Much as it pains me to do anything that assists the Ringmaster, I must admit that this letter does make me very curious. And it will probably be handy to have the Ringmaster owing me a favour, just in case I am ever imprisoned myself, then I can write to him and ask him to smuggle in a cannon for me.’
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      And so Nanny Piggins and the children postponed their slug-hunting expedition and caught the bus down to the local maximum-security prison instead. (They did not go straight to visit the Ringmaster because Nanny Piggins first had to drop by and say hello to her old friend the Governor, as well as all the inmates in D block, whom she had met when she inadvertently tunnelled into the prison on a previous occasion. For details, see Chapter 2 of Nanny Piggins and the Wicked Plan.)


      Eventually the Governor led them down to the high-security visiting area. The Ringmaster was kept in the isolation wing because he was considered a high escape risk. He had tried to break out on only his second day in prison by using a length of electrical cord tied to the watch tower to swing himself over the prison wall, but unfortunately the Ringmaster was not a good trapeze artist (his legs were too short) and he had slammed straight into the electrified fence, causing considerable damage to his moustache.


      Then three days later he had tried to make an even more spectacular escape by arranging for a helicopter to land in the middle of the exercise yard and whisk him away. Unfortunately, he then got in an argument with the helicopter pilot about payment and the pilot took off without the Ringmaster. Ever since then the prison officials had kept the Ringmaster under the strictest watch.


      So when Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children entered the visiting area, they were ushered into a long grey room with a bulletproof glass partition and intercom phones that visitors had to use to speak to the prisoners on the other side. There were several prisoners waiting for visitors that day. Nanny Piggins looked along the line but she did not see the Ringmaster at first. Then he stood up and shook his bottom at her and she recognised him instantly.


      ‘How are you?’ asked Nanny Piggins as she picked up the intercom handset, although she could see for herself he was not good. The Ringmaster had lost weight (even his bottom was slightly less huge than usual), his clothes were the bleak blue–grey prison uniform (a far cry from the red tail coat with ostentatious gold buttons that he normally wore), and the lard in his moustache was certainly not living up to its job. Instead of curls, his moustache hung in limp angles, like a hot chip that has been dropped on the floor and trodden on.


      ‘I’ve never been better,’ said the Ringmaster. ‘I plan to escape from here next week.’


      An official voice crackled over the line interrupting their conversation. ‘Prisoners are not allowed to discuss, plan or refer to escape attempts,’ a guard said in a bored voice.


      ‘But that’s not why I invited you here,’ continued the Ringmaster. ‘I wrote to you, Sarah, because I need your help. The circus is falling apart. It may not be there by the time I get out. I need you to save it for me!’


      ‘What?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘I need you to become the Ringmaster!’ declared the Ringmaster. ‘Only on a temporary basis, of course.’


      ‘Why would I do anything for you?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘A man who has done nothing but brought me misery, trickery and several unpleasant kidnappings over the years?’


      ‘Oh Sarah,’ said the Ringmaster, grinning roguishly. ‘You’re not going to hold that against me, are you? What are a few hijinks between friends?’


      ‘You once tried to sell me to a butcher, for bacon,’ accused Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Just as a lark,’ said the Ringmaster. ‘I knew he’d never be able to smoke and cure you. And with the money I made I bought the new coffee machine for the staff break-room.’


      ‘This is ridiculous,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Rosalind is acting ringmaster. Why aren’t you talking to her?’


      ‘Rosalind has left the circus,’ said the Ringmaster. There was no twinkle in his eye now. ‘She shaved her beard and got a job as a receptionist.’


      ‘No!’ gasped Nanny Piggins.


      ‘I should never have left her in charge,’ said the Ringmaster. ‘The pressure was too much. Just because you are a world-class freak does not mean you can handle a leadership role.’


      ‘But surely there is somebody else,’ said Nanny Piggins.


      ‘They’ve all either run away or gone over to join that dreadful woman Madame Saváge and her pretentious performance art at the Cirque de Soul,’ said the Ringmaster, looking angry now.


      ‘Madame who? At the what-de-what?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Madame Saváge. She’s set up her cirque just one kilometre from our circus,’ explained the Ringmaster. ‘It’s one of those awful artistic circuses where they play classical music and impossibly thin acrobats hang by their teeth from the ceiling for ages while the audience is meant to contemplate their own insignificance.’


      ‘It sounds dreadful!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins.


      ‘It is!’ agreed the Ringmaster.


      ‘But I don’t see what it’s got to do with me,’ said Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Look, I understand that you may have a few misguided personal resentments against me that have built up over the years,’ said the Ringmaster. ‘But if you’re not going to save the circus for me, then do it for all your circus friends.’


      ‘If they are leaving voluntarily perhaps they will be better off somewhere else,’ said Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Yes, they’ll all think that at first, but they won’t stay happy,’ said the Ringmaster. ‘Circus folk are circus folk. It’s in the blood. They can no sooner hold down a regular job than a cow can jump over the moon.’


      ‘But Bessie did once,’ interrupted Boris. ‘There’s a poem about it.’


      ‘And what about Nanny Piggins? She quit the circus and she’s happy,’ argued Samantha.


      ‘Ah yes,’ agreed the Ringmaster, ‘but only because Sarah treats nannying like a circus performance. If anything, she has increased her daily dose of death-defying stunts.’


      ‘He’s got a point,’ conceded Derrick.


      ‘The world needs the circus. And not just so that children can spend one evening a year being entertained by something other than a television. But so that freaks and oddities, acrobats and artists, flying pigs and dancing bears all have a home. A place where they are appreciated and respected, not jeered and laughed at.’


      ‘You used to get people to jeer at us all the time,’ said Boris.


      ‘But only in the most loving way,’ said the Ringmaster.


      ‘I’m still not sure,’ said Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Then do it for your old friends,’ said the Ringmaster. ‘Many of them have gone over to work for Madame Saváge with her promises of improved working conditions, holiday pay and lifts to the hospital when they hurt themselves. But they don’t realise what she’ll do with them once she’s tricked them into signing despicable 50-year binding contracts.’


      ‘You tricked all of us into signing despicable 50-year binding contracts,’ said Nanny Piggins.


      ‘I know,’ said the Ringmaster. ‘That’s where she got them from. She stole one off my desk and photocopied it.’


      Nanny Piggins sat in silence for a moment, taking all this in. While she regularly complained about the Ringmaster and his wicked treatment, and she would often recite a long list of the awful things about living in a travelling circus, there was no getting around the fact that the circus was her home. It was where she grew up. Where she learnt so much of what she knew about life. She was not entirely sure how she would feel if the circus wrapped up. But she was pretty sure she would feel very, very sad indeed.


      ‘All right,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I agree to save the circus and re-recruit all your old circus stars. But I’m not doing it for you. I’m doing it for me, because I don’t think I would enjoy eating chocolate in a world where Rosalind is a receptionist.’


      ‘Of course, of course,’ said the Ringmaster, grinning happily.


      Nanny Piggins rose to go, but she turned back to say one more thing to the Ringmaster. ‘Before I go I just want to ask – obviously you have your e-s-c-a-p-e plans for next week.’


      The guard’s voice crackled over the line, ‘Spelling out escape attempts doesn’t make it all right.’


      ‘But just in case that doesn’t work,’ said Nanny Piggins, ignoring the interruption, ‘you do have a trial date coming up in two weeks. Have you given any thought to hiring a lawyer?’


      The Ringmaster looked sulky. ‘Overpaid confidence tricksters! I know they’ll just try to rip me off.’


      ‘Yes, now you mention it, you do have a lot in common with the average lawyer,’ agreed Nanny Piggins. ‘But the reason I mention it is because I know you are being tried for tax fraud and I do happen to know a particularly devious tax lawyer who may be able to help you.’


      ‘Father?!’ exclaimed the children.


      ‘Exactly,’ said Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Ah,’ said the Ringmaster. ‘There may be a problem there.’


      ‘Yes, we know, you framed him and ruined his life when you were at school,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘But Mr Green is not a terribly observant man. If he does recognise you I’m sure you can persuade him you are your own identical twin brother or something equally despicable.’


      And so, after giving the Ringmaster Mr Green’s contact details and explaining the best times of the day to badger him, Nanny Piggins, Boris and the children left to go and save the circus.
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      When they arrived it was a sorry sight. It was as though someone somewhere was giving away free chocolate and everybody who worked at the circus had abandoned their job, leaving everything exactly as it was but nothing cared for. The circus tents flapped in the breeze, the concession stands still had hot dogs sitting in the now cold water and the popcorn was slowly going stale in its buckets.


      ‘This is depressing,’ said Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Are you sure this isn’t just some large elaborate surprise party?’ asked Boris. ‘It doesn’t seem natural for the circus to be so completely empty.’


      They soon discovered that they were not alone.


      ‘Yoo-hoo,’ came a voice from behind them.


      They turned to see Esmeralda lumbering towards them.


      ‘Hello,’ said Esmeralda. ‘Have you come to see the circus? The show starts at seven o’clock. I’m afraid several of the acts will not be appearing tonight. It will mainly be me doing a little soft shoe routine, then sitting down and telling anecdotes about my life.’


      ‘Esmeralda, it’s me,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Sarah Piggins.’


      Esmeralda took out her glasses and had a closer look. ‘Oh Sarah, how good to see you. I didn’t recognise you at first. I think it’s because I wasn’t expecting to see you. It’s much harder to recognise someone you’re not expecting to see.’


      ‘Where’s everyone gone?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘I’m not entirely sure,’ said Esmeralda. ‘They did tell me. But you know what my memory is like. Rosalind was keeping a list so that when the Ringmaster got out of jail he could hunt them down and tell them off himself. But then she ran away and took the list with her.’


      ‘Why didn’t you run away?’ asked Samantha kindly.


      ‘I meant to,’ admitted Esmeralda. ‘I even got offered a job. But by the time I had packed my trunk I’d forgotten who’d offered it to me.’


      ‘Was it Madame Saváge from the Cirque de Soul?’ asked Michael.


      ‘Oh yes, that’s right,’ said Esmeralda. ‘How did you know?’


      ‘You’ve got it written on your hoof,’ explained Michael.


      ‘Oh really?’ said Esmeralda. ‘How clever of me. Well I do hope her offer still stands, although I know nothing about cirques and I don’t care for soul music. I still think it will be for the best if I go. She offered me a nice job as an usher.’


      ‘She is going to use an African elephant to show people to their seats?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Oh yes,’ said Esmeralda. ‘Madame Saváge said she is going to have the aisles widened especially to accommodate me.’


      ‘Well, you can’t go and join the Cirque de Soul,’ said Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Why not?’ asked Esmeralda.


      ‘Because I am the new Ringmaster and I’m not letting you,’ declared Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Oooooh,’ said Esmeralda.


      The children all held their breaths waiting to see if Esmeralda would lose her temper and sit on Nanny Piggins.


      ‘It’s nice to have someone forceful in charge again,’ said Esmeralda, giving Nanny Piggins a big hug (which is not easy when you are a 4500-kilogram elephant and you are trying to hug a 40-kilogram pig. If you do not believe me, try hugging an ant and see how much the ant enjoys it). ‘What do you want me to do first? Do you want me to go and sit in my cage and stop bothering you? That’s what the Ringmaster always used to ask me to do.’


      ‘No,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I want you to remember where Rosalind got her job as a receptionist.’


      ‘Oh dear,’ said Esmeralda. ‘Remembering things is not my strength. Are you sure you wouldn’t like me to sit on someone naughty? Or give the children a ride around the showground?’


      ‘I’m sure the children would be delighted if you gave them a ride later,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘But right now we’ve got work to do. Children, search Esmeralda’s hoofs to see if there are any more notes that will help us.’


      The children and Boris each inspected a hoof.


      ‘Mine says buy bread,’ read Boris.


      ‘Mine has a gold star on it,’ said Michael.


      ‘Rosalind gave me that before she left,’ explained Esmeralda, ‘for remembering to make my bed seven days in a row.’


      ‘Mine says left,’ said Derrick.


      ‘Oh yes, I often write left and right on my feet to help me learn my dance steps,’ explained Esmeralda.


      ‘But you’ve written left on your right hoof,’ said Derrick.


      ‘Oh dear,’ said Esmeralda. ‘That would explain why I fell on Alistair during the tango.’


      ‘I’ve got something!’ exclaimed Samantha.


      ‘A note?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘No, there’s a business card cellotaped to this hoof,’ said Samantha. ‘It’s a card for Synerlar Pharmaceutical Services.’


      ‘Pharmaceutical Services – that means drug trials. Has someone been trying to do drug trials on you?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Rosalind!’ exclaimed Esmeralda.


      ‘She’s been testing drugs on you?’ asked Boris.


      ‘No, that’s where she got the job as a receptionist,’ remembered Esmeralda proudly.


      ‘Right,’ said Nanny Piggins, inspecting the business card. ‘Boris, find a large sack. We’ve got a bearded lady to kidnap.’
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      One hour later they all strode into the entrance lobby of Synerlar Pharmaceutical Services. (Except Esmeralda. She had to wait in the car. Nanny Piggins did not want to draw unnecessary attention to themselves by smashing a huge hole in the front of the building.) They looked around to see what to do next. It was a large, immaculately decorated lobby, with marble trim and thick wool carpet. At the far end was a long marble reception desk. And behind the desk sat a petite blonde woman efficiently answering calls and putting them through to the relevant people.


      ‘Is that the receptionist?’ asked Boris.


      ‘Rosalind must have stepped away to use the bathroom or something,’ said Nanny Piggins.


      But as they walked over to the desk the pretty blonde looked up, and from the way she flinched in fear and uttered several very ugly words that a lady can only pick up if she lives in a travelling circus, they knew immediately that this was Rosalind. She tried to make a run for it, but her telephone headset was still attached to her head, so she was soon jerked backwards by the very short cord and ended up lying flat on her back.


      ‘Rosalind! What are you doing?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘I’m just trying to live a normal life,’ said Rosalind.


      ‘But why?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘You have an extraordinary talent. Not many diminutive blonde bombshells can grow a full beard. But anybody can answer the telephone.’


      ‘They pay me every single week and into my own bank account, to which no-one else has the pass code,’ protested Rosalind. ‘And I get holiday pay and sick pay.’


      ‘Is that any way to live?’ asked Nanny Piggins, shaking her head. ‘Grateful that you can stay home sick? Where is the fun in staying home watching daytime television if you don’t have to sneak out the window and hide in someone else’s house first?’


      Rosalind burst into tears. ‘You’re right,’ she wept. ‘I hate it. All anyone ever talks about is how close their parking space is to the building. And once a month we have an employment review where we have to tell our ‘team leader’ how we feel about everything.’


      ‘Don’t worry,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘We’re here to rescue you. Come with us now. We’re getting everyone back and resurrecting the circus.’


      ‘I can’t come with you now,’ said Rosalind. ‘I have to give two weeks’ notice in a letter explaining my reasons for leaving.’


      ‘Rosalind, listen to yourself,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘You’re circus folk. You know better than that.’


      Rosalind shook herself. ‘I’m sorry. I don’t know what’s got into me. I think they put brainwashing powder in the coffee.’ She leapt to her feet and vaulted over the desk. ‘Oh, I suppose I’d better say goodbye.’ She leaned back over the desk, pressed the intercom button on her phone and made a building-wide announcement: ‘Hasta la vista, worker bees. Enjoy a lifetime stuck in a dehumanising cubicle!’ Rosalind turned to face Nanny Piggins. ‘Okay, now I’m ready to go.’


      ‘Oh, just let me make an announcement too,’ said Nanny Piggins. She pressed the intercom button and said, ‘And if you would like a little break from your dehumanising cubicle then please do come along to the circus this Saturday night where you will be astounded by the most amazing feats of athleticism and freakery ever performed. Have a nice day.’


      Having rescued Rosalind, the next few circus performers were easy to track down, because Rosalind had a comprehensive list of where they had gone and what they were doing.


      The Flying Lee Brothers were working as window cleaners, much to the horror of the high-rise workers they scared the living daylights out of each time they flew past a window with no safety equipment (except the wet squeegees in their hands). Min and Ki-Hoon did not want to come down at first, but Nanny Piggins managed to persuade them by going up to the top of the building and sawing through their trapeze cables. Then once they were standing on the ground it was easy to convince them to come back to the circus. Boris simply put them both in large sacks and told them off for being naughty boys.


      Kevin the camel was glad to be rescued. He had found a job at a petting zoo giving children rides. Of course, he had always given children rides at the circus, but children at the circus never pulled his ears or purposefully stuck lollipops to his fur, because the Ringmaster would whack them with his riding crop if they tried it. (Whacking small children is actually the reason the Ringmaster carried the riding crop.)


      Giving children rides in an unpoliced environment was no fun for Kevin at all. Yes, he could still spit on their mothers and try to make the children fall off by suddenly sitting down. But even that was not as much fun as it used to be at the circus, where there was always a nice big pile of elephant dung you could drop a particularly unpleasant child into. So as soon as Kevin saw Nanny Piggins and Boris coming towards him with a very large sack, he ran to them and leapt into it. It then took some time to get the children he had been carrying out of the sack, but Kevin himself did not come out for six hours until he was entirely sure he had really been rescued.


      The strongman was harder to re-recruit because he had found a very nice job. He had set up his own business as a 24-hour emergency jam jar opener. Housewives, elderly people and anyone with weak wrists could ring him up when they could not open a jam jar. He would jump on a motorbike, race over and open it for them. The job had a lot of perks. The old ladies were always making him cups of tea and baking him cakes. In fact some of them would purposefully go to the supermarket and buy the very hardest jars to open (pre-sliced olives) just so they could call on him to pay a visit.


      Fortunately Nanny Piggins knew all about reverse psychology, so she simply told the strongman she did not want him back. She was going to be the circus’ new strongman, since she was much stronger. The strongman scoffed at this. Then Nanny Piggins dared him to prove her wrong by throwing a refrigerator further than her.


      They went out in the backyard and the strongman did throw the refrigerator one centimetre further than Nanny Piggins (the children suspected their nanny of letting him win). And in doing so he realised that he was a strongman, and that no amount of jam jar opening could compare to the gasps of admiration from a crowd when they saw him rip a telephone book in half with his bare hands.
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      By the end of three days Nanny Piggins had half the circus performers back. The problem was the other half – the ones who had gone to work for Madame Saváge.


      ‘How are you going to get them?’ asked Rosalind. ‘Are you going to sneak into the Cirque de Soul in the middle of the night and blast them out with your cannon?’


      ‘Oh no,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Madame Saváge is a businesswoman. I’m sure I can negotiate with her without resorting to crude tricks and subterfuge.’


      ‘But she’s wicked and heartless,’ protested Rosalind.


      ‘There must be some way we can appeal to her kinder instincts,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘We just need to find out more about her. She seems to have appeared from nowhere. She must have a past, a weakness we can use.’


      ‘Do you want me to put a lampshade on my head, then go over there and spy for you?’ asked Boris.


      ‘Too risky,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘She may be trying to recruit ballet-dancing lampshades. We’d better just go down to the library and see if there are any newspaper articles about her.’


      So Nanny Piggins, Boris, Rosalind and the children spent the day at the city library, combing through articles, trying to find out more about this mysterious woman who was determined to crush their beloved circus. It was slow and boring work reeling through the microfiche files only to read review after review gushing about the Cirque de Soul’s revolutionary new style of performance.


      ‘If I have to read one more article that praises Madame Saváge for transforming circus to the level of art, I think I am going to vomit,’ announced Nanny Piggins.


      But the microfiche machine was saved from that unfortunate fate by Michael bursting into the room, brandishing a green certificate.


      ‘I’ve found it! I’ve got her dark secret!’ yelled Michael.


      Several minutes later, after the head librarian had forced them all to write letters of apology for raising their voices in a public library, Michael was finally able to explain what he had found. ‘I went to the public records counter to see if they had any information,’ said Michael.


      ‘What did you find?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘Is she an illegal immigrant? Is she wanted for murder? Has she been selling popcorn without a vendor’s licence?’


      ‘Much more shocking than that,’ said Michael. ‘On the eighth of December twenty-one years ago Mademoiselle Amelie Madeleine Saváge got married!’


      ‘But that’s lovely,’ said Boris, his eyes beginning to mist. ‘I just adore weddings.’


      ‘Wait a minute,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Who did she get married to?’


      ‘That’s just it,’ said Michael. ‘According to this certificate Mademoiselle Saváge married Mr T. Ringmaster.’


      They all gasped so loudly they were immediately thrown out of the library.
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      Two minutes later they were standing on the public footpath, still dumbstruck by this revelation.


      ‘I can’t believe that Madame Saváge and the Ringmaster were married,’ marvelled Boris.


      ‘Yuck,’ said Rosalind. ‘Imagine having to kiss a man with that much grease in his moustache.’


      ‘But now we do know,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘it all makes complete sense.’


      ‘What do you mean?’ asked Boris. ‘How can marrying the Ringmaster make sense?’


      ‘It makes sense of why Madame Saváge is so determined to destroy the circus,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Having been married to such a dastardly man, naturally she would be scarred for life and stop at nothing for revenge.’


      ‘Then how are we going to rescue all our friends,’ sobbed Boris.


      ‘It is going to be a lot harder than I thought,’ admitted Nanny Piggins. ‘But fortunately I am the world’s most glamorous flying pig, so I’m sure I’ll think of something.’
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      ‘Let’s go!’ declared Nanny Piggins (or Ringmaster Piggins as she was starting to think of herself).


      Nanny Piggins, Boris, the children, Rosalind and Esmeralda piled into Mr Green’s Rolls-Royce. Then Esmeralda got off again because it was not going to go anywhere with an African elephant sitting on the bonnet, and so with Esmeralda jogging behind they made their way over to the Cirque de Soul to rescue their friends.


      When they arrived they were immediately daunted. The Cirque de Soul did not look anything like their own circus. Everything was clean and new and state of the art. Instead of a Big Top (great big tent) there was a Dome de Delight (great big dome). Instead of hot-dog stands and fairy-floss sellers there were organic wrap stands and cappuccino vendors. And there was no Freak Show Alley at all.


      ‘Where do the bearded ladies and fat ladies perform?’ asked Boris.


      ‘They don’t,’ said Rosalind. ‘This circus doesn’t have freaks.’


      ‘That sounds jolly unfair,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I thought there were equal opportunity laws protecting that sort of thing.’


      ‘They just protect disabled people, women and ethnic minorities,’ explained Rosalind. ‘They don’t protect people who specialise in scaring the living daylights out of small children.’


      They had not walked far across the Cirque de Soul’s grounds when a group of people burst out of the Dome de Delight and ran at them.


      ‘We’re under attack!’ warned Nanny Piggins. But on this occasion she was wrong. The group of people leapt at Nanny Piggins, hugging her. It was her old friends from the circus.


      ‘Oh Nanny Piggins, thank goodness you’re here,’ exclaimed Alistair the knife-thrower. ‘Have you come to rescue us?’


      ‘Please say you have!’ pleaded Michelle the fat lady.


      Not that Nanny Piggins could, at that moment, respond because Michelle was sitting on her chest.


      After they had all hugged several times, and everyone was back on their feet and had dusted off their designer outfits, Nanny Piggins started asking questions. ‘So what’s going on here? I thought you wanted to come and work for the Cirque de Soul. Do you all want to be rescued?’


      ‘Yes please!’ chorused all Nanny Piggins’ old circus friends.


      ‘But this looks like a lovely circus. Everything is so clean and modern,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Are you sure you’re not happier here?’


      ‘Oh Sarah, it’s horrible,’ wailed Cedric the tightrope walker. ‘They won’t let any of us perform. She says my tightrope walking is not up to European standards, and that until I improve I have to sell braised tofu at the concession stand.’


      ‘They don’t have clowns at all,’ cried Robert the clown. ‘They say we’re too silly. Can you believe it?! How can a clown be too silly?’


      ‘And during the show they only play classical music!’ said Alistair the knife-thrower.


      ‘No!’ gasped Nanny Piggins. ‘But surely it puts the audience to sleep.’


      ‘Madam Saváge doesn’t care,’ said Alistair. ‘She says it’s more important to be artistic than to be entertaining. That way she can get great big government grants and charge five times as much for tickets.’


      ‘But that contradicts everything a circus stands for!’ said Nanny Piggins.


      ‘And they say that … that … that –’ Michelle was getting very upset as she spoke – ‘I’m too fat.’


      Nanny Piggins did not know what to say. There was no denying that Michelle was fat. She was a fat lady.


      ‘But that’s your job,’ Nanny Piggins reminded her gently.


      ‘They say they don’t want a fat lady,’ wailed Michelle. ‘If I’m going to work here I have to lose 300 kilograms and become a sword swallower.’ Michelle sobbed. ‘And I’m much better at swallowing cakes.’


      Nanny Piggins bristled. ‘But that’s dreadful. To let talent like yours go to waste is a crime.’


      ‘That’s what I said,’ agreed Michelle, ‘but Madame Saváge said I had no choice because I’d signed a despicable 50-year contract.’


      ‘Madame Saváge is obviously dangerously unhinged. Take me to her and I shall resolve this at once,’ declared Nanny Piggins.


      ‘I’m right here,’ said a steely voice behind them.


      They all spun round to see Madame Saváge herself. Nanny Piggins almost flinched away because, even though Madame Saváge was unusually short at four foot ten and spectacularly beautiful with long wavy red hair, there was something frightening about her. Perhaps it was the large bull whip she kept coiled and hanging at her waist. Or perhaps it was the evil glint in her eye. Nanny Piggins, however, knew it was important to stand up to bullies so she stepped towards Madame Saváge and declared her purpose. ‘Hello, I am Nanny Piggins,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘and I am here to rescue my friends from the misery in which you have imprisoned them.’


      ‘You can’t,’ said Madame Saváge. ‘I have them all signed up to despicable 50-year contracts.’


      ‘Why do you even want them if you are not going to use any of their talents?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Because that is what I do,’ said Madame Saváge. ‘I destroy my competition. I crush any circus I come across by stealing all their staff and forcing them to live up to my insanely high standards, thereby demoralising them and making them miserable.’


      ‘I never would have thought it,’ whispered Boris. ‘She’s just as wicked as our Ringmaster.’


      ‘We know about your past,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘We know you were married to the Ringmaster and that must have been traumatic for you. But don’t take it out on these innocent freaks, acrobats and clowns. We can help you overcome your difficult past. We can find you a top notch trauma counsellor, or a top notch baker, whichever you find most therapeutic.’


      ‘Hah,’ scoffed Madame Saváge. ‘You assume that my marriage to T. R. changed me into the sociopath you see before you. But has it never occurred to you that perhaps the Ringmaster was a perfectly nice young man and it was his marriage to me that transformed him into an evil villain?’


      ‘It can’t be,’ gasped Boris. ‘She’s more wicked than our Ringmaster!’


      ‘That’s right!’ exclaimed Madame Saváge. ‘I only married him for his fire-breathing armadillos. As soon as I had them I walked out.’


      ‘But we know the Ringmaster did wicked things when he was at school,’ said Nanny Piggins.


      ‘Mere amateur theatrics!’ declared Madame Saváge. ‘It was I who taught him how to kidnap people using sacks, train them in obscure circus techniques, then trick them into signing despicable 50-year binding contracts.’


      ‘But he said you stole the despicable 50-year contract from him,’ protested Boris.


      ‘Hah!’ said Madame Saváge. ‘And he learnt how to lie like that from me too.’


      ‘You totally corrupted him!’ accused Nanny Piggins. ‘The Ringmaster might have been a run-of-the-mill manipulative bully if it weren’t for you.’


      ‘And now I get my chance to finally finish him off by destroying his circus,’ said Madame Saváge gleefully. ‘I’ve been waiting for this opportunity for decades.’


      ‘Well, you haven’t done that yet, have you?’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘So you’re not quite the evil villain you think you are.’


      ‘What are you talking about?’ asked Madame Saváge.


      ‘You’ve only got half his circus performers,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I’ve got the other half, including the world’s most beautiful bearded lady, the world’s best ballet-dancing bear, the world’s furthermost spitting camel and of course me, the world’s best flying pig.’


      From the way Madame Saváge glowered they could tell she was coveting them.


      ‘And I am prepared to offer them all to you, including myself and these three children, in a wager,’ declared Nanny Piggins.


      ‘What?!’ exploded all the circus performers, Derrick, Samantha and Michael.


      ‘Shhh,’ said Nanny Piggins, then she turned back to Madam Saváge. ‘I challenge you to a duel of circus skill. You and I going head-to-head in five circus disciplines in front of a live crowd. The winner takes all.’


      Madame Saváge smiled and held out her hand. ‘I agree to it all.’


      They shook on it.


      Madame Saváge walked back to the Dome de Delight. The circus performers groaned.


      ‘What’s wrong?’ asked Nanny Piggins.


      ‘You don’t know what Madame Saváge’s circus speciality is, do you?’ asked Rosalind.


      ‘No,’ admitted Nanny Piggins. ‘What is it? Acrobatics? Elephant riding? Lion taming?’


      ‘She is known as Madame Saváge – Mistress of all Circus Techniques,’ explained Rosalind.


      ‘Oh dear,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Yes, it probably would have been better if I had known that ahead of the negotiation.’


      ‘We’re all doomed,’ wailed Boris.


      Several of the circus performers started to sob.


      ‘Snap out of it!’ ordered Nanny Piggins. ‘Are you forgetting who I am? I am Nanny Piggins, the world’s greatest flying pig. I’m sure this will work out. Everything I do usually does.’


      ‘But Nanny Piggins,’ said Samantha. ‘She is a master of all circus techniques and you don’t even have opposable thumbs.’


      ‘It will be fine on the night,’ said Nanny Piggins confidently. The dejected circus performers watched as she strode back towards the Rolls-Royce.


      ‘Nanny Piggins is beginning to sound more and more like the real Ringmaster,’ said Rosalind glumly.
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      In the lead up to the duel, Nanny Piggins spent all three days practising (eating chocolate). In Nanny Piggins’ opinion, to actually practise circus skills would be cheating and against the spirit of the duel. Madam Saváge, however, had no such qualms. She spent eighteen hours a day refining her techniques and building up her already impressive core body strength.


      Emissaries from both camps had finally decided the terms of the duel. Nanny Piggins and Madame Saváge would compete in five disciplines. They got to pick two each. Nanny Piggins chose lion taming and, obviously, being blasted out of a cannon. Madame Saváge chose tightrope walking and juggling. And they both agreed to trapeze because it is spectacular and both women enjoyed showing off.


      The big night finally arrived. The stands for the audience, the floodlights and the high-wire rigging had been set up in a huge empty field. Neither side trusted the other to hold the competition in their own tent. (They rightly guessed that their opponent would set up trick wires and trapdoors to give themselves an advantage.)


      ‘Are you sure you still want to do this, Nanny Piggins?’ asked Samantha.


      ‘It’s not too late to just run away,’ suggested Boris. ‘We could always sneak back and kidnap the others later.’


      ‘Pish!’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘You know how I enjoy putting nasty people in their place. Especially nasty people who have been mean enough to imprison my friends and force them to sell corn on the cob.’ Nanny Piggins shuddered at the thought. ‘This woman is clearly dangerous and needs to be stopped. And if dazzling tens of thousands of people with my superior circus skills is the way to do it, then that’s just an added bonus for me.’


      ‘So you’re sure your circus skills are superior?’ asked Michael. ‘Madame Saváge looks pretty athletic.’


      ‘Circus tricks have very little to do with athleticism,’ said Nanny Piggins, ‘and a great deal to do with talent. I know all the teachers and coaches you ever have will tell you the exact opposite – that to be the best you just need to work hard. But in some instances that is just not true. In some instances you just need to be born better than everyone else. And I’m proud to say in that regard I’m very lucky. I’m a pig for a start. And everyone knows that pigs are far superior athletes to humans.’


      ‘Really?’ asked Derrick.


      ‘Oh yes,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Madame Saváge would have to practise for tens of thousands of hours, year after year, to be even half as good as I am naturally.’


      (Unfortunately for Nanny Piggins, as she would soon discover, Madame Saváge actually had practised for tens of thousands of hours, year after year.)


      Tightrope walking was the first event of the night and Nanny Piggins was to start. Having completed her warm-up exercises (eating several cakes), she made her way into the arena.


      She had on a new purple leotard, which she had glamorised for the occasion by adding three dozen peacock feathers in a fan around her bottom. The crowd clapped and cheered as she climbed the rigging up to the tightrope platform. When she got there she waved to the audience and blew kisses. Then they grew silent as she turned and concentrated her mind in anticipation of stepping onto the tightrope.


      The children had seen Nanny Piggins walk along a ridge pole and the top of a paling fence before. But they had never seen her walk a proper tightrope, suspended twenty metres above the ground (and with no safety net because the Ringmaster had sold it before he was imprisoned). The only safety precaution was Boris running back and forth to catch Nanny Piggins, should she fall.


      Nanny Piggins took one tentative step onto the tightrope, then stopped. Her legs wobbled. She seemed nervous. But then she looked over at the audience and winked. A huge grin spread across her face. She proceeded to dance back and forth across the tightrope like a ballet dancer. She moved with all the grace and freedom she did on the ground.


      Nanny Piggins did all the standard tightrope tricks. She bent down, she went backwards, forwards again, she did a forward roll, and she even stood on her head and walked along using her front trotters for a while (giving the whole audience a spectacular view of her hot pink underpants).


      She was just about to finish up her routine when something dreadful happened. One of the concession vendors called out, ‘Fairy floss, fairy floss for sale,’ and Nanny Piggins’ concentration lapsed. One of her trotters slipped off the tightrope and she stumbled. She might have got away with that, if the judges had been looking away at that moment (perhaps trying to buy fairy floss themselves). But then Nanny Piggins entirely ruined the end of her performance by refusing to continue until someone threw up a stick of fairy floss to her. Even the more sympathetic judges, with a weakness for peacock-feathered bottoms, could not mark her highly for that.


      ‘I don’t see why they should be so pernickety,’ said Nanny Piggins as she sat on her bench, licking the last of her fairy floss off its stick. ‘Everyone has to stop for a snack. Even open-heart surgeons.’


      ‘I’m not sure that’s entirely true,’ said Samantha. ‘They certainly don’t eat fairy floss in the middle of operations.’


      ‘Well they should,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘It would help them concentrate. It would be awful if they sewed up the aorta when they meant to sew up the pulmonary vein just because they were feeling peckish.’


      When Madame Saváge took to the tightrope a few moments later and performed a textbook perfect routine, with no stumbles, no slipping and no stopping for refreshments, she easily won the first round.


      The children went to see if Nanny Piggins was okay, but she did not seem at all bothered.


      ‘It doesn’t matter if Madame Saváge wins one round,’ she reassured them. ‘It would be cruel to destroy her in every discipline. And everyone knows who the better tightrope walker is. It’s just that I have a slight problem with high GI foods. Which, really, allowances should be made for; it’s practically a disability.


      The next round was lion taming. Madame Saváge went first this time and she put in a solid performance. She had all the necessary authority of tone and excellent wrist strength (which is essential both for whip cracking and chair waggling). So she put the lions through their paces and turned in an impressive performance. Madame Saváge thought she had won her second point.


      But this time Nanny Piggins had a trick up her sleeve. What Madame Saváge did not realise was that Nanny Piggins was close personal friends with all the lions. She had helped Ethel renegotiate her employment contract (for further information see Nanny Piggins and the Runaway Lion), she had taught Amy how to speak Portuguese and she had coached Cassandra when she took the Bar exam.


      So when Nanny Piggins faced the lions she did not bother with a whip or chair. She simply said, ‘Cassy, if I set this hoop on fire, would you be so kind as to jump through it for me?’ and ‘Amy darling, is that back molar still troubling you? Would you let me put my head in your mouth to get a closer look?’ And so Nanny Piggins put in an effortlessly brilliant performance as a lion tamer, even doing never-before-seen tricks like riding a lion bareback while reading a recipe book to another lion who whipped up a Black Forest chocolate cake. Nanny Piggins took the second round.


      Next came the trapeze.


      ‘This should be a cinch,’ said Nanny Piggins confidently. ‘If I can perform a quadruple double backflip on a moving bus –’ (this was something she did whenever she caught the bus to school with the children) – ‘then I should be able to pull of something really spectacular with an actual trapeze swing.’


      ‘You won’t stop to buy snacks this time, will you?’ asked Samantha worriedly.


      ‘Of course not!’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘Have you seen the prices we charge?’


      ‘Good,’ said Samantha with relief.


      ‘No, this time I’ve sewn some chocolate bars and half a lemon drizzle cake into my leotard,’ explained Nanny Piggins, ‘so if I have any hunger pains mid-backflip I can help myself to an in-flight meal.’


      The children thought Nanny Piggins would do very well at trapeze. And indeed she did. But alas, she did so well she got carried away. Nanny Piggins was so busy waving to the audience after pulling off a sextuple flip that she almost missed her catch. Min Lee only just managed to grab one of her trotters (his other hand caught a fistful of peacock feathers). So when Madame Saváge gave her clinical trapeze performance, even though there was no canasta-shaking or raspberry-blowing, the judges had to award her the win because she never looked like plummeting to her death.


      Things now stood at two-to-one in favour of Madame Saváge. Nanny Piggins did not have quite as much swagger now. She actually looked a little nervous, largely because the next competition was juggling, a discipline that Nanny Piggins had always thought was rather stupid.


      ‘I should have vetoed this round,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I don’t see how juggling can be classed as a ‘circus skill’. All it is is throwing things in the air and catching them again. Any child with two eyes and some degree of depth perception can do that.’


      ‘Yes, but it’s impressive if you can throw lots of things in the air and still catch them,’ said Derrick. ‘Especially if they are dangerous things.’


      ‘I suppose,’ conceded Nanny Piggins. ‘I never really paid much attention to the juggler at our circus because he was always on right before me, so I never caught his act.’


      ‘But you do know how to juggle, don’t you?’ worried Samantha.


      ‘Oh yes, of course,’ said Nanny Piggins. ‘I’ve never actually tried it, but I know the theory and it doesn’t look too hard.’ At that moment her name was called and Nanny Piggins strode back out into the arena. Which was probably a good thing because then she did not have to see Samantha collapse on the floor with an anxiety attack.


      As it turns out, Nanny Piggins could juggle. She soon had eight tennis balls, a chainsaw, a butcher’s knife and (to her mind the most precious and fragile thing imaginable) a small portable television sailing through the air. The audience applauded and she thought she had done enough to win.


      But when Madame Saváge came out she went one better. She juggled eight tennis balls, a chainsaw, a butcher’s knife, a portable television and a live kitten. The most gorgeous little ginger kitten imaginable, with blue eyes and a cute little purr. The audience was horrified to see it go flying up in the air following the chainsaw and butcher’s knife, but each time Madame Saváge caught it there were cheers of relief from the crowd.


      Thanks to her total disregard for animal welfare, there was no denying Madame Saváge had upstaged Nanny Piggins and won this round too. Which put the score at three-to-one in Madame Saváge’s favour. It was impossible for Nanny Piggins to beat her now. Madame Saváge just had to complete the cannon blasting and both circuses were hers.


      Nanny Piggins was in shock. She had never been bested before. And by a mere human too! It was too much for her to take in. She just sat on a bench muttering, ‘I don’t believe it. I don’t believe it.’


      Madame Saváge naturally came over to gloat. ‘Don’t worry, Nanny Piggins, or should I call you Poop-Scooper Piggins now, because that is what your new job will be when you come to work for me.’


      ‘There’s still the cannon blasting to go!’ said Michael. ‘You haven’t won yet.’


      ‘Hah!’ scoffed Madame Saváge. ‘Cannon blasting isn’t even a proper circus skill. It’s just a trick. Any idiot can climb into a cannon and wait for someone to light the fuse.’ Madame Saváge walked away, laughing wickedly.


      The children had to concede she had a point. While they had an enormous amount of respect for their nanny, and she was brilliant at being blasted out of just about anything in the most spectacular way, being blasted out of a cannon was something cannonballs did all the time. It was not so complicated. Madame Saváge was sure to win.


      Madame Saváge’s cannon (custom built for the occasion) was wheeled out into the arena. Madame Saváge climbed up into the barrel before turning and waving to Nanny Piggins. ‘Eat my dust, Poop-Scooper Piggins,’ she called, before sliding down to the base of the cannon, ready to be blasted.


      ‘I can’t believe I’ve let everyone down,’ muttered Nanny Piggins. ‘All my friends, Boris, myself, you three children – we’re all doomed to 50 years’ servitude to that dreadful woman.’


      ‘You did your best,’ said Samantha, giving her a hug. (She could not think of anything more supportive to say. The fact was they were all doomed and it was their nanny’s fault.)


      The drum roll began. Nanny Piggins and the children looked up to see the final knife in all their hopes and dreams. Madame Saváge’s cannon assistant lit the fuse. The audience waited breathlessly as it slowly burnt down to the tiniest stub and the flickering sparks disappeared into the cannon. There was a moment of silence. And then – BOOM!!! – the biggest explosion any of them had ever heard. Smoke billowed everywhere.


      The audience were all coughing and fanning smoke away from their faces. When the dust cleared, the children could see Nanny Piggins smiling.


      ‘Where did she go?’ asked Samantha.


      ‘I couldn’t see anything,’ said Michael.


      ‘There was nothing to see,’ said Nanny Piggins happily. ‘She didn’t go anywhere – look!’


      They turned to see a spluttering, soot-covered Madame Saváge struggling to climb out of the barrel of the cannon.


      ‘What went wrong?’ asked Derrick.


      ‘Just as I predicted,’ said Nanny Piggins smugly. ‘Too much training. She’s too skinny. She didn’t make a perfect seal with the barrel of the cannon. Instead of forcing her into the sky, the explosion escaped around her. An amateur’s mistake. If you are not lucky enough to naturally be the exact circumference of your cannon you need to add wadding around yourself, otherwise you won’t go anywhere. It’s all just simple physics. Madame Saváge is obviously not as familiar with Newton’s laws as she should be.’


      ‘So that means she didn’t complete the round. She’s disqualified!’ said Derrick excitedly. ‘Now you just have to complete your cannon blast and you win.’


      ‘Oh I’m not just going to complete anything,’ said Nanny Piggins, proudly getting to her feet. ‘When Sarah Piggins, the world’s greatest flying pig, is blasted out of a cannon she does it in style! Boris, fetch me my cannon please. I have to show this audience what it means to really be blasted.’


      And that is exactly what she did. After a night of watching two great circus performers go head-to-head in some of the most complicated and dangerous circus disciplines, everything they had already seen was soon wiped from their minds by the far most spectacular event of the night, because Nanny Piggins was not a pig who believed in half measures. When she came flying out of her cannon, it was so fast and with so much power that she soon disappeared into a purple dot far in the night sky. When she landed, five kilometres out to sea, it took her two hours to swim back to shore and another two days to walk back to the circus.


      By which time it was as though nothing had ever happened. All her old friends were back at their old jobs, sitting around drinking tea, playing cards and generally avoiding work as they always had. But as soon as they saw Nanny Piggins they all rushed forward to give her the biggest hug ever. They were just throwing her in the air singing ‘For she’s a jolly good flying pig!’ when Nanny Piggins caught sight of a flash of red and gold.


      ‘The Ringmaster!’ exclaimed Nanny Piggins. ‘He’s escaped from jail!’


      Everyone laughed.


      The Ringmaster came forward, grabbed Nanny Piggins by the shoulders and kissed her twice, once on each cheek. To which she responded in the traditional way, by stomping hard on his foot.


      ‘Sarah darling,’ said the Ringmaster. ‘It is so good to see you. I shall be forever in your debt.’


      ‘What do you mean?’ asked Nanny Piggins. ‘Are you grateful to me for saving your circus, rescuing all your performers or humiliating your ex-wife?’


      ‘Oh, all those things of course,’ said the Ringmaster, ‘but I am also grateful to you for reintroducing me to that wonderful man – my old school chum, Lysander Green.’


      ‘Mr Green! Wonderful?!’ marvelled Nanny Piggins.


      ‘His duplicity and underhandedness when it came to interpreting the tax code was awe inspiring,’ said the Ringmaster. ‘He had me spellbound.’


      ‘So he got you off then?’ said Nanny Piggins.


      ‘More than that,’ said the Ringmaster. ‘Once he had gone through all my paperwork and found every loophole and waver he could apply, he didn’t just get me out of jail. He got me a tax refund too. The government actually owed me money. They are sending me a cheque for fifty dollars!’


      [image: image]


      And so Nanny Piggins ushered Boris and the children into the Rolls-Royce and drove them home, before the Ringmaster could forget his undying gratitude and try to kidnap any of them.


      ‘Thank you for rescuing us from fifty years of circus servitude,’ said Michael, hugging his nanny.


      ‘We never doubted you,’ added Samantha. ‘At least, not very much.’


      ‘It was my pleasure,’ said Nanny Piggins, kissing each of them. ‘You’re much too young to have jobs. And it would be ridiculous to train you to be circus stars when you’re so good at being children.’


      ‘You must be pleased with how it all worked out,’ said Derrick. ‘You’ve saved the circus and rescued the Ringmaster from jail.’


      ‘Yes, it is good to have a happy ending,’ agreed Nanny Piggins. ‘But I can’t help but feel a little uncertain. Freeing the Ringmaster is a little like catching a rat in your kitchen, then letting it go in the garden because you haven’t got the heart to give it rat poison. I know it was the right thing to do. But I’m not one hundred per cent sure I won’t come to regret it later.’
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      R.A. Spratt is an award-winning comedy writer with thirteen years’ experience in the television industry. She lives in Sydney with her husband and two daughters. Unlike Nanny Piggins, she has never willingly been blasted out of a cannon.


      To find out more, visit www.raspratt.com
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