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TO BENJI AND DANNY,

HAPPY ADVENTURING, YOU TWO!
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[image: An illustration reading Chapter 1 above with a speech bubble with the text Let me explain below it surrounded by stars and rays.]

HAVE YOU EVER MET a talking duck? I’ll give you a moment to think about this …

To be absolutely clear, I don’t mean a duck that just makes the noise, ‘quack, quack, quack’, I mean a duck that can say actual, proper words, like ‘shoe laces’ or ‘jelly babies’.

If you answered ‘yes’ then you are either lying or you have completely lost the plot. If you have completely lost the plot, I would suggest you put this book down IMMEDIATELY and visit www.helpducksaretalkingtome.com.

Of course, there is another option …

[image: An illustration shows a cartoon duck with an arrow pointing to it and the word Duck above.]
You might have met Duck. 

You see Duck is a very rare creature, because she is a duck that can actually talk. Not only can Duck talk but she can sing, hum, dance and beatbox. She can’t whistle though, because it’s impossible to whistle with a beak. I mean, I know a few people who can’t whistle, even with human lips, so give her a break, OK?

In fact, the only thing rarer than a talking duck is a talking squirrel. Which leads me on to my next question … Guess who Duck’s best friend is?

I think you’ve guessed it!

Duck’s best friend is Mr Spikes, a small, spiky, almost dried-up cactus. Mr Spikes can’t whistle, or talk, or hum, or  beatbox, or do any of those other things. This is partly because he’s never tried, but mostly because he’s a cactus – just a completely normal, everyday cactus.

[image: A sketch of a cactus with two arms in a pot.]
It tells you quite a lot that Duck’s best friend is a small, withered cactus and not the talking squirrel that she shares a home with.

Now, I’m sure that you have a billion-and-one questions already, maybe a bit like this …


	How come these animals can talk?

	Where do they live?

	How can a duck look after a cactus? Can she even pick up a plant pot or a watering can with her feathered, fingerless wings?

	Why don’t they have more inventive names than ‘Duck’ and ‘Squirrel’?



But I’m not going to answer your questions right now, apart from one …
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Squirrel and Duck live together in a hollow tree made from fibreglass. This big hollow tree is in the middle of a pretend town with a roller coaster that runs through the middle of it. I know that sounds completely stupid and LIKE I’M JUST MAKING THIS STUFF UP as I go along, but I assure you it’s the honest truth – that’s where they live. You see, their hollow tree is in an abandoned theme park.
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Sadly, the roller coaster hasn’t worked in decades, it’s covered in moss and periodically large, rusted chunks of it break off and smash to the floor. So, why do Squirrel and Duck live in such a squalid and, dare I say it, dangerous environment?

Well, they have no choice!

Think about it. If you looked like a duck, smelt like a duck, waddled like a duck and to all intents and purposes were a duck, and YET you thought and spoke like a human, imagine what would happen! You’d be locked up in a scientific research facility with electrodes taped all over you before you could even shriek, ‘Sorry, I meant to say Quack’.

Over the years, Squirrel and Duck have learned that they MUST keep an incredibly low profile, to never be seen, or at the very least, to never be heard, and that is why they live in a dirty old fibreglass tree, in an abandoned theme park, miles away from anyone.
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So, there you go … it might not be much to look at. Yes, it is often damp, cold and mind-numbingly boring in there – true, they don’t have much room and they argue a lot (nearly all) of the time, but it’s their home and as long as they’ve got their hollow, fibreglass tree trunk, everything is going to be OK.

Thank goodness nothing’s going to come along and spoil all that.




[image: An illustration featuring the text Chapter 2 with a large number 2 and stars, and a speech bubble saying No Anchovies exclamatory mark.]

‘YES, THAT’S IT. Double cheese with extra peperoni please,’ said Squirrel, brushing his tail with his favourite, EXTRA-special tail-brushing brush.

Duck flapped her wings at him.

‘NO ANCHOVIES!’ she hissed.

‘There aren’t any anchovies on that one!’ muttered Squirrel, gesturing at the pizza menu on the floor in front of him. ‘See?’

‘Good,’ said Duck, nodding, ‘because I don’t like anchovies.’

‘I know,’ said Squirrel through gritted teeth, ‘you’ve said so before. Often. But luckily, I chose one that didn’t have anchovies on.’

[image: An illustration of a small cartoon squirrel angrily beside a mobile phone with lines indicating sound.]
‘They’re so salty and horrid!’ said Duck, pulling a face. ‘Urghhhh! Tiny little fish! I hate them so much!’

‘I know,’ growled Squirrel, ‘and like I said, THERE AREN’T ANY! Gah! You can be SO annoying!’

The voice on the other end of the line protested quietly.

‘No, not you!’ said Squirrel, squeezing his eyes shut and rubbing his forehead with a furry paw. ‘Anyway, here are the card details …’ Squirrel read out the numbers on the credit card he’d found in the park that morning.

[image: An illustration of a girl watching a small duck, with trees, bushes in the background and a heart symbol in a speech bubble.]


Well, I say ‘found’, but as it happens, Squirrel had ‘found’ the card inside a diamond-studded purse, in an expensive leather handbag draped over the shoulder of a lady in a long fur coat, so perhaps ‘found’ isn’t quite the right word?

Having made the payment, Squirrel started giving the delivery instructions.

He was interrupted by the voice on the other end of the line.

‘Yes, I know the theme park is abandoned,’ said Squirrel, ‘but all the same, can you deliver it there? Just leave it on the ground, inside the front gates,’ added Squirrel. He frowned as he listened to the crackly voice.

‘Yes, inside the gate. On the ground please.’ The voice on the other end kept talking. Squirrel rolled his eyes.

‘Yes, I know that some wild animals could eat it if you leave it there. That’s exactly the point!’

Again, he paused as the other voice spoke.

[image: An illustration of a cartoon squirrel with a grumpy expression.]
‘No. That was a joke,’ said Squirrel. ‘Us humans are going to eat it with our human hands and then we’ll brush our tails, or whatever it is that humans do after they’ve finished eating. Look, just bring the pizza, OK?!?’

He stamped down on the button to end the call on the pink, bejewelled mobile phone that he had also ‘found’ alongside the purse in the lady’s handbag and set to work brushing his tail again.

‘Every. Single. Time!’ he muttered. ‘It’s as though nobody ever orders pizza for delivery to abandoned theme parks!’

‘I hope they don’t put anchovies on it,’ said Duck, giving her cactus a gentle little pat. ‘I really don’t like anchovies, and neither does Mr Spikes!’

‘I’m going for a walk,’ said Squirrel abruptly, his tiny squirrel teeth grinding together as he jumped up.

‘But it’s raining,’ said Duck.

‘I like the rain,’ growled Squirrel.

‘No, you don’t!’ protested Duck. ‘You hate having soggy paws and the humidity makes your tail go all fluffy!’
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Squirrel ignored her and marched outside, shoving aside the old bin lid that acted as their door.

Thunder roared directly overhead. Heavy rain lanced down, pounding into the ground like millions of miniature hammers as a bolt of electric blue lightning struck the floor nearby, sending sparks flying and making Squirrel yelp and scamper inside on all fours.

‘Don’t say a WORD,’ muttered Squirrel, slumping down and gingerly inspecting his smouldering tail. ‘I’ll take my walk when the rain’s calmed down a bit.’






[image: An illustration featuring the text Chapter 3 with a large number 3 and stars, and a speech bubble saying Meet the baddies.]

SQUIRREL AND DUCK SHELTERED from the rain near the gates to the theme park while they waited for the pizza delivery driver.

‘Ooh, look! It’s here!’ whispered Duck as two sets of dazzlingly bright headlights approached through the night.

‘I’m not so sure …’ muttered Squirrel, narrowing his eyes as the vehicles approached. ‘As a rule, pizza delivery drivers don’t tend to own large, expensive-looking Range Rovers with no number plates and black tinted windows or shiny silver sports cars. Now, stay quiet and out of sight. Let’s see what’s going on.’


Slowly the driver’s door opened on each car and two figures stepped into the rain. One was large and burly – the collar of his waxed jacket was turned up against the rain and a leather flat cap rested on his broad, stubbled head. The other was a stylish young woman, holding an umbrella carefully above her neatly cut hair.

‘I got your message, but why are we meeting here?’ asked the man, scowling. ‘Couldn’t we have just done this over the phone?’

‘Well, yes, we could have done,’ replied the woman, ‘but firstly, an abandoned theme park is the perfect place for a secret meeting, because there’s no one around to listen in …’

Duck glanced over at Squirrel and raised her eyebrows.
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‘… And secondly,’ continued the young woman, ‘there’s something that I’ve just been dying to give you!’ 

The man’s face lit up and he suddenly looked like a child – just a really big child with five days’ worth of stubble and a gym membership. ‘Oooh, a present? For me? What is it?’

‘You’ll see …’ said the woman, in a singsong voice, her mouth curling up unpleasantly at the corners.

The man shrugged. ‘OK. So, getting back to business, you done it then?’ 
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‘Of course.’

‘Well, where is it?’

‘Ah, that would be telling!’ replied the young woman, her eyes narrowing.

The man scratched his head. ‘Yeah, I know,’ he said. ‘That’s why I was asking.’

Sighing heavily this time, the young woman replied, ‘Well, Dwight, if you must know … it’s hidden just down the road in Mum’s living room, OK?’

Dwight shook his head. ‘Really? Seems a bit risky. What if she finds it?’

‘Relax,’ said the woman, ‘she’s away on holiday, remember? She won’t know anything about it.’

‘She’d better not!’ added Dwight. ‘She’ll go bananas! Remember how she was when we robbed the post office when we were kids?’

‘It’s fine!’ hissed the woman. ‘Mum thinks that we’re both estate agents, she won’t suspect anything! Besides, you should worry more about Interpol and the FBI. The whole world is going to be looking for this!’

‘OK, so where is it then, exactly?’ pushed Dwight. ‘Not that I don’t trust you, but—’

The neat young woman arched one immaculate eyebrow. ‘But you don’t trust me?’ She flashed a dazzling smile, revealing sharp-looking teeth. ‘Look, that’s completely understandable, if I were you I wouldn’t trust me either. So, I found the perfect place! I hid it behind an absolutely hideous picture of a kitten peering out of a teapot.’

‘Hey! I gave Mum that for her birthday last year!’ protested Dwight.

‘Oh really? I’d completely forgotten,’ said the young woman, her smile spreading even further across her face. ‘All the same … Nobody will ever guess that the most expensive painting in the world is hidden behind that dreadful thing, in this nowhere town – it’s the perfect place!’

‘I suppose …’ muttered Dwight. Then he sighed and shook his head. ‘I dunno, Priscilla, it just all seems a bit … complicated.’

‘But you find everything complicated!’ hissed Priscilla.

Dwight nodded sadly. This was true. Why did everything have to be so complicated? He shrugged. ‘I just preferred it when I used to beat people up and you took their money. Remember? Things was simpler back then.’

‘Yes,’ agreed Priscilla, patting her brother on the arm, ‘and that was a lot of fun, but we’re not in primary school any more, Dwight! Times change, and we have to change with them. Come on, where’s your ambition? Now, look – we’ll leave the painting hidden there for a while and when all the fuss has died down, we’ll collect it, sell it and become rich beyond our wildest dreams!’
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‘Yeah well, at least that last bit sounds good!’ agreed Dwight.

‘It will







[image: An animated illustration of a boy’s head with short hair, surrounded by a jagged starburst shape.]



[image: An illustration of a small squirrel standing upright, touching its chin with a thoughtful expression.]


[image: An illustration of a duck peeking in from the side, with a speech bubble saying Oooh and radiating lines behind it.]
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