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Chapter One

Troll Trouble

Hey, there!

It’s me, Stinky—your favorite stuffy. That’s right. I’m a skunk. When I go to college, I’ll go to PU.

I live on a bookshelf with my stuffed animal friends in the Hickleberry Elementary School Library. Story time is our favorite time of the day. It’s even better than lunchtime. Of course, we’re stuffed animals, so we’re never hungry. We’re always stuffed!
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    That’s Mrs. Emerson reading the story to the kids. She’s the librarian and the smartest grown-up in the building. Today, she chose a classic: “The Three Billy Goats Gruff.” You know—the story about the three goat brothers who want to nibble grass in a lush green meadow.

But to get to the meadow, they have to cross a bridge. The story says “a horrible, fearsome, smelly troll” lives under the bridge. He doesn’t like goats clippity-clopping across—especially during his nap time.

The first two goats, a tiny one and a medium-sized one, trick the troll into letting them pass.

“‘“Oh, no!”’” read Mrs. Emerson, doing a funny voice for the second goat. “‘Don’t hurt me. Wait until our biggest brother comes along. He’ll make a much finer feast for you to gobble up.”’”

Well, you probably know what happened next. The biggest and smelliest of the Three Billy Goats Gruff came along and head-butted that troll right in the tummy. The troll flew backward off the bridge and fell in the river.
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“‘The troll landed in the river with a mighty splash,’” said Mrs. Emerson. “‘The Three Billy Goats Gruff spent the rest of their days merrily munching in the meadow. The end.’”

“The end?” said Akari, a second grader seated at the front of the rug. “But what about the troll? Was the troll okay? Mrs. Emerson? I don’t like how this story ends.”

“Well, Akari,” said Mrs. Emerson sweetly, “sometimes an ending is just a new beginning.”

She stood up and 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 for us all to start using our imaginations.




Chapter Two

Fishing for a New Start

As soon as Mrs. Emerson was back at the checkout desk, Akari raced up to my bookshelf.

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

“Me neither,” said her friend Justus.
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All the other kids, the ones sitting on the story rug, nodded. I could see that everybody wanted a different ending.

Yep. Now you know our 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 grown-ups around. And only during regular library hours. Those are the rules. Plus, the kids all know not to tell anybody our secret. That would ruin the magic for everybody.

“Akari,” I told my young friend, “it’s like Mrs. Emerson said. That ending could be our new beginning. We just have to use our imaginations to keep the story going. We can make anything happen that we want!”

“Excuse me?” said Mr. Stuffington, who’s much stuffier than most stuffed animals. “Mrs. Emerson said, ‘The End.’ If she wanted the story to keep going, she would’ve said, ‘The Beginning.’”

“That would be a weird thing to say after the last page of the story,” said Wags, looking confused.

“That’s why stories have chapters,” I told everybody. “We can always write a new one. Especially if we don’t like where the last one stopped.”

“I’m worried about the troll,” said Akari. Her hands were on her hips. She meant business. “It wasn’t nice for them to push him in the river. After all, those goats were clippity-clopping across his bridge.”

“Well, a dip in the river was probably just the thing for that smelly troll,” said Mr. Stuffington.

“But what if he doesn’t know how to swim?” said Akari. “They should be called the ‘Three Bully Goats Gruff.’”

“The story just can’t end that way!” said Justus. His hands were on his hips, too.

“Well, children,” said Mr. Stuffington, “it has to. The troll has to learn to take care of his personal hygiene. There cannot be a happy ending when one smells like a dirty diaper. He’ll ruin the sweet scent of the goats’ meadow.”

“I wonder if he knows how stinky he is,” said Wags.

“Luckily for skunks,” I said, “we like stinky smells. But nobody can smell anything underwater. Except fish.”

“Fish can’t smell!” said Mr. Stuffington.

“Yes, they can,” I told him. “Especially if you leave them out of the refrigerator for a few days.”

“So, what happened next, Stinky?” said Akari.

The kids wanted me to pick up the story where Mrs. Emerson had left off. It was time for me to roll out a tale—and not the striped one on my rear end.

“The troll, whose name, by the way, is Boogerhead—”

Wags nodded eagerly. “That’s because he’s so green and gooey.”

“That’s right. Poor Boogerhead. As he struggled to keep his head above water, a big log came floating by. He grabbed on to that log for dear life because—you were right, Akari—the troll couldn’t swim. The raging rapids pushed him downstream for many miles. He kicked and flapped and yelled at the water. He was madder than a wet cat. Eventually, some fish came along to help the troll.
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“The fish nudged Boogerhead to the shore and safety! But now he was so far from home, he needed to find a new bridge to live under.”




Chapter Three

Mad at the World

“Boogerhead climbed out of the river,” I told the kids. “He was soaked.”

“Oh, I hate when that happens,” said Wags.

“Mad about losing his home under the bridge, Boogerhead stomped and splashed his way along the shore looking for a new one. He snarled at the mud and the muck. He kicked off the ooshy-gooshy slime oozing between his toes. He shook his fist at the jolly birds because he didn’t like the song they were tweeting. Then he started screaming at the leaves on the trees, cursing them for being so shady. He was furious with the flowers because they smelled good and he didn’t! Yes, Boogerhead had some serious anger issues.”

“Well,” said Akari, “he did just lose his home.”

“True,” I told her. “But, sadly, Boogerhead had been angry even when he had his old home underneath the bridge. He was even angrier now that he’d lost it. He was so mad that when he looked up at the clouds in the sky, he didn’t see fluffy sheep or puppy dogs.”

“I would,” said Wags. “I would’ve seen fluffy sheepdog-puppy clouds!”

“Well, all Boogerhead saw were big nasty goats with sharp, curled horns and loud, clippity-cloppity hooves!”

“Yep,” I said, “Boogerhead was madder than a mule chewing on bumblebees. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t find a new bridge to curl up underneath and call home.”
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“No bridges?” said Akari, sounding sad.

“How do goats or other creatures cross from one side of the river to the other without bridges?” asked Mr. Stuffington.

“Easy,” I said. “That far north, the river ran through the Fairy Tale Forest, so everybody just used fairy boats.”

“We drove our car onto a ferryboat once,” said Justus. “It was cool.”

“Ah, but your ferryboat wasn’t anything like this fairy boat, Justus. Fairy boats aren’t powered by steam or oars or even sails. Oh, no. These fast-moving boats are propelled by actual fairies flapping their wings!”
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“Furious, Boogerhead tromped over to where a fairy boat had just landed. He wanted to squish a fairy or two! But he couldn’t catch a single one. The tiny creatures flitted away like helicoptering hummingbirds. All he was able to catch was a lot of empty air and maybe one mosquito.

“Exhausted, frustrated, and, of course, angry, Boogerhead slumped down on a stump to pout.

“But then, his big balloon of a nose started to twitch and wiggle. It smelled something foul. Something rank, putrid, and, yes, stinky. Was it another troll? Maybe a troll with a bridge he could live under? Maybe a long-lost, smelly cousin looking for a roommate? Boogerhead got up and followed his nose. In that moment, all of his anger was replaced by a new feeling. A feeling he’d never had before. Was it gas? No—it was hope!”




Chapter Four

A Stinky Friend

“Mumbling and grumbling and fussing and fuming, Boogerhead followed the rancid stench wafting on the breeze,” I told the kids.

They scrunched up their noses but still snuggled closer on the story rug.

“Boogerhead growled at the stupid bees and the stupid fleas, not to mention the stupid chimpanzees chattering in all the stupid trees.”

“Wait one minute,” said Mr. Stuffington. “A lot of those words seem to rhyme. Are you reciting a poem or telling a story, Stinky?”

“A little bit of both. Now, where was I?”

“The troll was smelling something awful off in the distance,” Akari reminded me.

“He was trying to track it down,” said Wags. “Like a beef jerky treat under the couch!”

“Ah, yes. At first, the stench smelled like a compost pile of potato peelings and rotting radishes floating in a clogged toilet near a ten-gallon tub of yesterday’s chili. But then I changed my exhaust fumes to more of a smelly-feet and swamp-gas butt burp.”

“Wait a minute!” said Wags, happily wagging his tail in a blur. “Are you in this story, Stinky? Are you the one making all the yucky smells?”

“Yes,” I said, with a modest bow. “I am.”

“You’re in yet another famous tale?” said Mr. Stuffington with a huff. “Impossible!”

“Nothing’s impossible when we use our imaginations, my fine, fuzzy friend. Of course, when Boogerhead’s snout led him to my location, he was somewhat disappointed. He assumed the odor would lead him to another troll, who might lead him to a new home. But as you all know, as much as I can perfume the air with my marvelously foul odors, I am very much not a troll.”
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“Can you really make all those different smells?” asked Akari.

“Of course, he can!” said Wags. “In his imagination.”

I blushed a little to hear my friend bragging about my superpowers.

“Anyhoo, I had lured Boogerhead to my location so I could help him figure out a new way to deal with his anger. He needed to find some way not to be mad at everyone and everything.

“It wasn’t easy going. We first met under a traffic light on a country road. The light was red. The troll wanted to cross the street. I told him we had to wait until the light turned green.” “The troll stomped his feet and growled at the red light. He didn’t like anyone or anything telling him what to do.
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“Yes, it only took one major meltdown for me to learn the truth. I had my work cut out for me.”
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