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Chapter One

Story Time!

Hi there!

I’m Stinky. Yeah, that’s my name. Probably because I’m a skunk. Aren’t you glad this isn’t a “scratch ’n’ sniff” book?

[image: image]

That lady reading the story to the kids? That’s Mrs. Emerson. She’s the school librarian. She’s also the nicest person in the whole building.

Today, Mrs. Emerson read a story from the Big Book of Fables. She even did voices!

“‘The shepherd boy cried, “Wolf! Wolf!”’” she read.

Of course, I already knew the whole story. I’ve heard it a million times. It’s what they call a classic. That means it’s old.

“The Boy Who Cried Wolf” was written more than two thousand years ago by a guy named Aesop. He wrote a bunch of famous fables, like that one about the tortoise and the hare. I don’t have hair. Not real hair, at least. I’m a stuffed animal. My fur is soft, plush fuzz.

Mrs. Emerson turned the page. “‘The angry villagers charged up the hill with pitchforks. They were ready to chase off the wolf.’”

“Uhhhhh-ohhhhh,” Geri the giraffe whispered. “They’re gonna poke that wolf in the buh-utt!”

Geri is an odd giraffe. You might notice that she’s sitting on a lower shelf, next to Wags the dog and Mr. Stuffington the bear. I live on the top shelf because—you guessed it—I’m Mrs. Emerson’s favorite.
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“‘The shepherd boy saw all the villagers running around with their pitchforks and looking for the wolf,’” said Mrs. Emerson. “‘He doubled over with laughter. He had only pretended there was a wolf. He thought the trick he played was very funny.’”

“That’s the third time the boy cried ‘wolf,’” said Geri. “I’ve been keeping score.”

“This story is preposterous.” Mr. Stuffington sniffed.

“There’s a rhinoceros?” Geri asked.

“No, Geri!” Mr. Stuffington explained. “I said it’s ‘preposterous.’ That means it’s silly! Why would any village put a young boy in charge of sheep security?”

“Shhh!” said Wags. “I want to hear what happens next!”





Chapter Two

Who’s Afraid of the Big Bad Wolf?

“‘The very next day,’” said Mrs. Emerson, “‘a big bad wolf really did spring out of the woods.’”

All the kids on the story rug gasped when Mrs. Emerson read that bit. I told you. She’s good.
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Mrs. Emerson continued reading. “‘The boy shouted “Wolf! Wolf!” But the villagers thought he was trying to trick them again. So they didn’t come to help.

“‘At sunset, the shepherd boy still hadn’t returned to the village. A wise old man went looking for him. He found the boy weeping in the empty meadow.

“‘“There really was a wolf this time!” said the boy. “Why didn’t anybody help me?”

“‘The old man told the boy these very wise words. . . .’” Mrs. Emerson put on her creaky, old-man voice. “‘“Nobody believes a liar. Even when he is telling the truth.”’”

Mrs. Emerson closed the book. “The end.”

“Were the sheep okay?” asked Abby, a very shy third grader. Her eyes were wider than Wags the dog’s.

“Oh, yes,” said Mrs. Emerson. “The sheep were fine, just fine.”

“But what happened to them that made the shepherd boy so sad?” asked Justus. He looked worried, too.

“What do you think happened?” said Mrs. Emerson. “Sometimes you have to use your imagination to find the ending you’re looking for.”

She stood up and had a big grin on her face.

“Now, if you children will excuse me, I must go shelve some returns.”

She gave me a quick wink and walked away.

“I’m worried about the sheep,” mumbled Abby after Mrs. Emerson was gone.
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“Me, too,” said Justus and his friend Mateo.

Abby looked up at me with tears in her eyes.

“I don’t want the story to end that way, Stinky!” Abby whispered.

“Me neither,” said Mateo.

The other kids nodded. Everybody wanted a different ending.

Yep. I had work to do.

This feels like a good time to tell you that, yes, the kids at Hickleberry Elementary can talk to us stuffies and we can talk to them. Not all the time, mind you. Only when there aren’t any grown-ups nearby. Those are the rules. The kids all know to never tell anybody our secret. That would ruin the magic for everybody.

“Well,” I told the class, “it’s like Mrs. Emerson said—the story doesn’t have to end that way. Not if we use our imaginations!”





Chapter Three

A New Twist

“I will now tell you what happened next,” I told the kids.

“No, you will not,” said Mr. Stuffington. (He can be very stuffy.) “Mrs. Emerson said, ‘The End.’ That means this story is over. We cannot rewrite the ending.”

“We’re not changing the ending. We’re just adding to it,” I said. “To do that, we just have to use our imaginations.”

“Go on, Stinky!” barked Wags. “Tell us what happened next!”

“Please?” said Abby. “I’m really worried about the sheep.”

“The sheep were fine,” I told her. “When they saw the wolf coming, they rolled around in the grass and got all grass-stained. It turned out to be the perfect disguise. The wolf thought they were fluffy shrubs.”

“Phew,” said Abby. “I was so worried.”

“But what about the boy who cried ‘wolf’?” asked Wags.

“Oh, you mean Bob,” I said. “Well, Bob’s problem was he got very bored very easily.”

“Is that why he cried ‘wolf’ when there wasn’t really a wolf?” asked Geri.

“Yep,” I explained. “And the very next day Bob was back on the hill with the green sheep. Grass stains don’t wash out of wool very easily. You need mild soap and a lint-free cloth.”

“What kind of story is this?” demanded Mr. Stuffington. “Why is there laundry in it?”

I ignored him. Trust me—it’s better that way.

“Soon, Bob got bored again,” I told the kids. “So he decided to play with his sheepdog, Molly.”

“Oh boy, oh boy, oh boy,” said Wags. “There’s a dog in this story. I love stories with dogs in ’em.”

Mr. Stuffington gave that an eye roll. “Of course you do.”

“Bob got down on all fours,” I said, “and shouted ‘Woof!’ Molly wagged her tail. So Bob did it again. ‘Woof!’ he cried. ‘Woof!’ His cries grew louder and louder. ‘WOOF, WOOF, WOOF!”

“Uh-oh,” said Geri. “‘Woof’ sounds a lot like ‘wolf.’”

The kids all nodded in agreement.

“That’s right,” I told them. “The boy who cried ‘wolf’ became the boy who cried ‘woof.’ And since several of the villagers had waxy buildup in their ears, they thought he was crying ‘wolf’ again.”

“I was afraid something like this might happen,” said Geri.

“The wise old man from the village was certain that Bob had learned his lesson. No way would Bob cry wolf again unless he really saw one. So the wise old man told all the other villagers to grab their pitchforks.”

“Oh, no,” said Wags.

“Oh, yes,” I said. “They rushed up the hill only to find Bob rolling around on the ground with Molly.”
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“Poor dog,” said Wags. “She needs to hear more stories. Stories can help you learn new words.”

“So, Bob lost his job?” asked Geri.

I nodded. “The village elders of Doonferbleck—”

“Wait one minute,” said Mr. Stuffington. “That’s the name of the village? What kind of name is Doonferbleck?”

I, once again, ignored him.

“The village elders gave Bob a new job,” I explained. “The easiest one they could find. It was also the most boring job in all the land.”

“What was it?” asked Geri.

“Bob had to stand guard at the newly painted village sign and make sure the paint dried properly.”

“He had to watch paint dry?” said Wags.

“Sheesh,” said Geri. “That’s duller than a mashed-potato sandwich.”

“Yes,” I said. “It was as dull as dishwater in a ditch, which is actually ditchwater. But there, by the side of the road, just at the entrance to the village was another sign.”

The kids clapped their hands together.

“And what, pray tell, did that sign say?” asked Mr. Stuffington.

I smiled. “This Way to the Big City!”
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Chapter Four

Doonferbleck

“Did he go?” asked Wags. “Did he, Stinky? Did he, did he, did he?”

“Not right away,” I told him. “He was scared. The village of Doonferbleck was the only place Bob had ever lived.”

“What a terrible name,” said Geri.

“Bob?” said Mr. Stuffington. “I believe it is short for Robert.”

“I mean Doonferbleck!” Geri explained. “Why was the village called that?”

“Easy,” I told her. “Because of how their doonfer tasted.”

“What’s doonfer?” asked Geri.

“A type of mushy gruel. It’s like oatmeal. Except doonfer is made with mashed beans, barley, bugs, and boogers.”
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“I’d eat it,” said Wags, panting.

“Doonferbleck’s doonfer was disgusting,” I said. “Everyone who ever tasted it said ‘bleck!’ And so the name Doonferbleck stuck like the clumps of their doonfer to the roofs of so many mouths.”

“That’s the worst origin story I have ever heard,” said Mr. Stuffington. “Somebody should really talk to their mayor.”

“Anyway,” I continued, “despite the terrible food, Bob didn’t want to leave his home. Or his sheep. Or his dog, Molly. But that sign! The city seemed to promise so much.”

“Cities can be quite exciting,” said Mr. Stuffington. “Why, I remember when I was in London, on sale at a souvenir shop where Mrs. Emerson happened upon—”

“Let Stinky tell the story,” said Wags. “I like Stinky’s story better.”

“Of course you do.” Mr. Stuffington sniffed. “It has a dog in it.”

“Suddenly,” I said (because every story can
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