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Chapter One Just Wrong

Hey, there!

It’s me, Stinky—your favorite stuffy. That’s right. Your favorite stuffy is a skunk.

Want to know how to keep a skunk from smelling?
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Hold its nose.

Anyhoo . . . I live on a bookshelf with my stuffed animal pals in the Hickleberry Elementary School Library. Story time is our favorite time of the day. It’s even better than outdoor recess. Of course, we’re stuffed animals, so we don’t like going outdoors. We could fall into a puddle and end up like soggy socks.

That’s Mrs. Emerson reading the story to the kids. She’s the school librarian and the smartest grown-up in the whole building. Today, she read us a classic, “Goldilocks and the Three Bears.” You know, the story about the girl who eats the bears’ porridge, sits in the bears’ chairs, and sleeps in the bears’ beds. She breaks furniture and basically makes a mess until she finds the porridge, chair, and bed that are “just right.”

She doesn’t ask for permission. She just barges into the bears’ house when they’re not home and starts eating their food and trying out their furniture!
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Then, of course, right when Goldilocks falls asleep, the three bears come home. They all realize that someone’s been eating their food, sitting on their stuff, and sleeping in their beds. Mrs. Emerson read the kids the big finish.

“‘Somebody’s been sleeping in my bed, too,’ said the little bear. ‘And, look! She’s still here!’”

Goldilocks, of course, wakes up. That’ll happen when bears start growling at you.

“‘The bedroom window was open,’” read Mrs. Emerson. “‘Goldilocks ran to it and jumped out. Then she hurried home. The three bears never saw Goldilocks again. The end.’”

The librarian closed her book.

“The end?!” said Liam, a very serious third grader seated at the front of the story rug. “How can that be the end? Goldilocks didn’t say ‘I’m sorry’ or ‘Thanks for the porridge’ or anything! That’s just wrong!!!”

“Well, Liam,” said Mrs. Emerson sweetly, “if you don’t like the ending, you can always dream up a new one. Just use your imagination.”

Mrs. Emerson had a big grin on her face.

“Now, if you children will excuse me.”

She gave me a wink and walked away.

Yep. Now it was time to go to work.





Chapter Two Lesson Time

As soon as Mrs. Emerson was back at the checkout desk, Liam hurried over to my bookshelf.

“The story can’t end that way, Stinky!” he whispered. “Goldilocks didn’t learn her lesson!”

All the other kids sitting on the story rug nodded. Some of them had very sad faces. I could tell that everybody wanted a new ending, one where Goldilocks learned a thing or two about barging into somebody else’s house without permission and making a mess.

Okay. Now you know our big secret. The kids at Hickleberry Elementary can talk to us stuffies, and we stuffies can talk to them—but only when there aren’t any grownups nearby. And only in the library during regular library hours. Those are the rules. The kids all know not to spill our secret. That would ruin the magic for everybody.
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“Liam,” I told my young friend, “it’s like Mrs. Emerson said. That ending doesn’t have to be the only ending. We can always use our imaginations to keep the story going!”

“Excuse me?” said Mr. Stuffington, the stuffiest stuffed bear I’ve ever met. “Mrs. Emerson, a licensed librarian, said, ‘The end.’ Therefore, the story is officially over.”

“Not if we use our imaginations, right, Stinky?” said Wags eagerly—which is how he says everything. He’s a dog, so he wags his tail a lot and has been known to knock knickknacks off his shelf by accident.

“We are the authors of our own stories,” I boldly proclaimed, my paw pointed toward the ceiling. “If we don’t like how a tale is turning out, we can always start a new chapter.”

“Yes!” said Liam.

“No!” said Mr. Stuffington. “I’ve heard this fairy tale a thousand times. Goldilocks always jumps out the window and runs home. That’s just how the story ends.”

“But we want a new ending!” shouted all the kids.

“You should, too,” I told Mr. Stuffington. “You bears deserve better than Goldilocks slurping down your porridge and messing up your furniture.”

“Yes. You’re right, of course. We bears certainly do deserve more respect.”

“Then it’s unanimous!” said Liam.

“No . . . I know who you all are,” said Wags. “You’re Liam. And she’s Akari, and he’s—”

“You’re thinking about the word ‘anonymous,’” I told Wags. “That means you don’t know who someone is. ‘Unanimous’ means everybody agrees.”

“Oh,” said Wags. “Good. Because I agree, too!”

Yep, it was time for me to start spinning a new tale—as in a new story, not a new striped and fluffy rear end.

“Well,” I said to the kids down on the rug, “what Mrs. Emerson failed to mention was where Goldilocks went after she jumped out that window!”
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Chapter Three A Big But

Everybody sat back down on the rug—crisscross applesauce.

I definitely had their attention.

“Yes, Goldilocks jumped out the window and ran toward home. But . . . ,” I said, pausing for dramatic effect.

“That’s a big ‘but,’” said Wags.

All the kids laughed.

“But . . . ,” I continued, despite the interruption, “. . . as Goldilocks raced through the forest, she passed another house. Actually, there were three houses clustered together in a small clearing.”

“Wait a minute,” said Mr. Stuffington. “There are no other houses in the story of Goldilocks and the three bears that Mrs. Emerson read.”

“There are now!” I said. “Three of ’em!”

“Because we’re using our imaginations, anything is possible,” added Wags. He was so happy, he was drooling.

Mr. Stuffington rolled his big brown eyes. “Very well, Stinky. Do go on.”

“Goldilocks dashed past a house that looked like it used to be made out of straw,” I said. “Another house was nothing but a heap of rickety sticks. It looked like a hurricane had blown both those houses down.”

“Or,” said Wags, “it could’ve been a wolf. Wolves like to huff and puff and blow houses down all the time. Especially if they’re big bad wolves.”

“You’re absolutely right, Wags,” I told him. “Goldilocks had arrived at the three houses built by the three little pigs.”

“Wait one minute,” said Mr. Stuffington. “How did that story end up in this story?”

I shrugged. “The three bears and the three little pigs all live in the same neighborhood. It has very good schools. Anyhoo, all that running and leaping made Goldilocks hungry again. She needed some more porridge. Or some waffles. Maybe a muffin. Something breakfast- y. So, she marched up to the door of the only pig house still standing.”

“Oooh, oooh,” said Liam down on the rug. He’d raised his hand as high as he possibly could so I’d call on him first—even though nobody else was raising their hand. “The one made out of bricks?”

“That’s right, Liam,” I said. “Goldilocks knocked on the door of the house built by the third little pig. The smart one. The one who read Architectural Digest magazine and learned how to build a wolf-proof home. Unfortunately, the door to his brick house was also made out of bricks.”
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“There was no answer. Nobody was home in the third little pig’s house. So guess what Goldilocks did?”

“Hopefully, she went home,” said Mr. Stuffington, his fur bristling. “Because there were no pigs in the story Mrs. Emerson just read us.”

“There are now,” I said.

“Impossible!”

I shrugged. “Nothing’s impossible in a story.”

“Oh boy, oh boy, oh boy!” said Wags. “Then can there be three dogs in this story, too?”

“Maybe. We’ll have to wait and see. Anyhoo . . . Goldilocks did exactly what she’d done back at the bears’ house. She snuck into the empty pig house, hoping to find something to eat and maybe a comfy bed where she could finish her nap.”
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“Was there any food for her?” asked Wags.

“Oh, yes,” I said. “A whole trough filled with pig slop!”





Chapter Four Pig Slop

“Pig slop in a trough is a lot like a big long tub of the stuff they scrape off plates in the cafeteria,” I explained. “Lots of lumpy leftovers and mashed mystery mush.”

“Ewwwwwww!” moaned all the kids down on the story rug.

“Goldilocks is right!” said Akari. “Pig slop is just gross.”

“Sounds pretty good to me,” said Wags, his tongue dangling out of his mouth. “Pig slop sounds superduper yummy.”

“Of course it does.” Mr. Stuffington sniffed. “Because you, my friend, are a dog. Dogs will eat anything. We bears, on the other paw, prefer porridge. Or orange marmalade.”

“Well,” I said, “Goldilocks totally lost her appetite when she saw the gloppy, gunky goop in the pigs’ feedbox. She wasn’t hungry anymore. But she was tired from all that running away. So she went into the living room and plopped down in one of the three little pigs’ chairs.”

“Was it just right?” asked Wags.

“Nope. It was just solid. Because it, like the house, was made out of bricks. So were the other two chairs. Hoping the beds might be more comfortable, Goldilocks clomped upstairs to the pigs’ bedroom, where she saw three beds.”

“Don’t tell me,” said Mr. Stuffington. “The beds were also made out of bricks?”
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“Indeed they were! And the pillows? They were cinder blocks.”

“Were the sheets comfy?” asked Wags.

“Nope. They were made out of Sheet-rock.

“Her back aching,” I said, “Goldilocks climbed out of the brick bed and stomped
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