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This is a story about Meddlers.


And custard.


But mainly Meddlers.


Before you read on I must warn you, Meddlers are not kindly folk to wrap up warm and snug with on a cold Sunday evening. Oh no. They are a sneaky and slippery type of people. Especially the Odds…


Mr Odd, Mrs Odd, twins Edgar and Elsie Odd, and their Odd dog Bob lived in Trott, a place famous for its custard and tripwire.
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Mr and Mrs Odd had arrived in Trott many years earlier, with their flea-bitten mongrel, and had raised a family there. They had moved to the town from Meddleton, the Meddling capital of the world.


The Odds lived at Number 13 Rotten Row. The tall terraced house was pretty much the same as all the other houses around it, only a bit … odder. It was full of damp patches, mould, curtain-lice and carpet-nits, but the oddest thing about it by far was the Odds themselves.


That was because the Odds were Meddlers.


You won’t have heard of Meddlers (or Professional Pranksters as those fully qualified in Prankery and Prankification are known). Meddlers are responsible for all the tricky, flicky, throw-a-bag-of-sicky things that happen to us every day. For example, have you ever put down a glass of juice, gone to do something else and when you get back the drink is NOWHERE to be seen?




[image: ]





How about when you’re walking downstairs and suddenly you miss a step and your insides feel like you’ve just swallowed a load of giddy squids?
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And why, when you’re walking along minding your own business, holding your 99 ice cream with raspberry sauce, do you always trip up and then… 
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You end up sprawled on the ground covered in raspberry sauce with half a flake up your left nostril? Think about it. Do you ever trip up when you haven’t got your hands full of ice cream, or your brand-new hand-held games console, or worse – your mum’s prized collection of ceramic hamsters? NO! (Unless, of course, you live in the Trott Tripwire Testing Centre.) Well…
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And have you ever woken up in the morning and found your whole body covered with itchy red spots?
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Every village, town and city in the world has at least one Meddling family like the Odds in it. If you don’t happen to live in Trott, then it is highly likely you live near another family of Meddlers – perhaps the Peculiars or the Stranges or the Weirdlys. You never know, Mr Peculiar himself may be stealing your bookmark or rummaging through your sock drawer hiding all your left socks even as you read this.


All Meddlers and Meddling families tend to look alike. If you were to sight a Meddler up close you would see they were about as tall as a medium-sized garden gate. Or half a phone box high. Or a bit taller than the back of a chair. Yet if you looked again they could be sitting comfortably in a plant pot with a geranium on their heads, or be peering out of the slit in a post box. In fact, they can fit into all sorts of places you wouldn’t be able to, like drawers or goldfish bowls or wellington boots.
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The Odds themselves were a scrawny bunch, who stood with their backs hunched and their shoulders slumped. Edgar and Elsie Odd were smaller than their parents, as most young children tend to be. Edgar’s hair was greasy and home to many things not normally found in a boy’s hair (woodlice, spare pens, assorted wildlife). Elsie’s hair hung in pigtails tied with dried worms.


Mrs Odd wore a dark green tweed dress, stripy purple-and-green tights and black buckled boots. Her wild and witchy hair was scraped back into a bun and held in place with a knife and fork.


Mr Odd always wore a scruffy brown suit with mustard-yellow pinstripes and a wilted dandelion (picked fresh every morning) in his buttonhole. His shirt was originally white, but was now a sort of murky grey. His tie was a dark purple velvet and ended just after the knot. He had snipped it himself in accordance with The Meddlers’ Mischief Manual.
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The Meddlers’ Mischief Manual guides all Meddlers on how to be the finest, most fiendish fiddlers they can. It is a huge, ancient book full of Meddling law, hints and tips for pulling off those perfect pranks, a few songs and poems, and some specially selected recipes. Though basically, the entire contents can be whittled down to just seven words:


If it causes mischief, then do it.


Each of the Odds had their own area of pranking expertise, though a skilled Meddler will have skills in many, if not all, types. The Prime Meddler (the Meddler in charge of all other Meddlers) himself has stated:


“A Meddler must meddle masterfully, or mishaps may happen.”


Mr Odd enjoyed hiding things – keys, bags, wallets, purses, elderly relatives – especially when the victim looking for them was already running late.


Mrs Odd’s special area of prankery was mess and confusion. For example, if someone was walking down the street with lots and lots of shopping bags in their hands, Mrs Odd thought it the funniest thing in the world to trip them up and watch them fall over, spilling their shopping everywhere. Oh, how she’d chuckle as grapefruit and tins of dog food and tuna and Spam went spinning down the pavement, knocking into passing pedestrians.
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The twins were not yet Professional Pranksters, but Trainee Tricksters. However, they still had more tricks up their sleeves than the average magician. They went to the local primary, St Mumps. Like all Meddler children they attended a normal school, but instead of paying attention in Maths and Science and Fishing and Geography like all the other kids, they went solely to practise their pranking.


Edgar was fond of scary pranks and Elsie’s speciality was “little accidents”. So if there’s ever been a power-cut just as you’re about to complete the final level of Killer Jackrabbits From the Planet Furry, then you trip over in the darkness, it was probably Edgar and Elsie combining forces.


So there we have them. The Odds. Expert Meddlers and no doubt about it. There was no prank the Odds couldn’t pull off and no one they couldn’t prank.


No way.


No how.


That is, until they met the Plopwells…
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It was a Monday morning, and Mr Odd, Mrs Odd and the twins were at the breakfast table. The Odds didn’t limit their prankery to the poor residents of Trott. Oh no indeedio. They also loved playing tricks on each other, so breakfast with the Odds was a dangerous affair. In fact, almost everything to do with the Odds was a dangerous affair.


Mr Odd sat reading Trott’s best and only newspaper, The Daily Week, whilst sprinkling his usual eighteen-and-a-half spoonfuls of sugar on to his porridge. Mrs Odd was frying some lovely thick rashers of bacon in the kitchen. Edgar and Elsie were dressed in their murky snot-green school jumpers, Edgar in grey shorts and Elsie a grey skirt, munching their cereal and trying not to giggle.
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Bob was asleep under the table, which was usually the safest place to be when the Odds were in the same room. In his younger days, he and Mr Odd had been quite the pair of practical pranksters, getting up to all sorts of japes and tricks together. But now Bob was content to enjoy his retirement either sleeping or sitting around, counting his fleas. Still, in his dreams he relived the glory days when he had been an expert pranking pooch. The kind who could piddle a rude word on a Persian rug in a crowded room and be gone before anyone had even noticed.


Mr Odd turned a page and grunted. “Hmph. Says ’ere there’s a new fancy-pants pair of money-baggers movin’ into Snootypants Manor on Choffingly Way. There’s my meddlin’ fer the day, I thinks.”


“Look!” said Edgar, peering at an advert on the back page of the paper. “It says the circus is in town. Can we go?”
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“I don’t see why not,” said Mr Odd, heaping a huge, sugary spoonful of porridge into his mouth. He chewed once, twice, three times and then swallowed. He was about to eat a second spoonful when he froze. His eyes began to water and his mouth began … foaming. There was a moment’s pause before he leaped from his chair and began spitting all over the dining-room floor. Spitting, as I’m sure you know, is a disgusting habit, but to the Odds it was perfectly acceptable. They were, after all, the stinkiest, finkiest, toilet-water-drinkiest family in all of Trott, if not the entire world.


“SOAP!” cried Mr Odd, belching a great big whopper of a soap bubble between spittings. “YOU’VE SWAPPED THE SUGAR FOR SOAP POWDER!”


Elsie collapsed in a heap of giggles, and Edgar laughed so hard the milk from his cereal squirted out of his nose.


You might think that Mr Odd would be angry at his two children for playing such a rotten prank on him first thing in the morning, but he wasn’t. He grabbed his glass of nettle juice, drank it all in one great gluggle and smiled at the twins.


“Well done, my little ferret-sniffers!” he beamed. “You’ve not done the sugar and soap swap since…” He scratched his stubbly chin. “…Ooh, yesterday evening!”


“When you told us to swap them back,” said Edgar, rocking on his chair in hysterics, “we didn’t!”
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“We just pretended!” screeched Elsie, secretly spooning some soap powder on to Edgar’s cereal.


“Well, I’m very proud of you both!” said Mr Odd.


At that moment, there was a tremendous scream from the kitchen. Mrs Odd came running into the dining room, waving her frying pan as if she were trying to swat an enormous bluebottle.


“What’s going on?” Mr Odd shouted. “Whatever’s wrong with you, my little wart-face?” Wart-face was Mr Odd’s favourite pet name for his wife, but it certainly wasn’t hers. Her favourite was trout-nose.


“CROCODILES!” shrieked Mrs Odd, leaping on to a chair. “CROCODILES IN THE KITCHEN!”


“Crocodiles?” Mr Odd repeated. “Are you sure?”


“Come and see!” cried Mrs Odd, hitching her dress above her knees.


Mr Odd went into the kitchen and, sure enough, there were two small and very greasy baby crocodiles waddling around on the floor, snapping their jaws as they chewed on fallen scraps of bacon.


“It was us, Mum,” Elsie guffawed.


“We swapped the normal eggs for some crocodile eggs we’ve been saving!” Edgar sniggered.
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Mrs Odd looked at her children. Her expression changed from one of horror and surprise to one of deepest joy.


“Oh, my wonderful little bags of weasel guts! I’m so proud of you, thinking up that marvellous prank all by yourselves. That’s two already this morning, and we haven’t even finished breakfast! My Mini Mischief-Makers will be Professional Pranksters before I know it!”


Edgar glowed with pride as Elsie continued her cackling. Just then, Mr Odd gave a pained yell and stumbled out of the kitchen, his hands flailing around like an angry windmill. The two baby crocodiles had clamped their tiny jaws on to both of his forefingers.


Mrs Odd and the twins burst out laughing. Tears were streaming down their faces when, all of a sudden, there came a loud CRACK. A second later, Edgar and Elsie found themselves flat on the floor, covered by the contents of the table. Their chairs lay in pieces around them.
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“And that’s what we were doing when you went to bed!” cackled Mr Odd, holding up a rusty old saw with one crocodiley hand and pointing a crocodiley finger at them with the other. “Sawing through the legs of your chairs!”


“You did well this morning, kiddly-winkers,” said Mrs Odd, patting Edgar and Elsie on their heads. “But you’ve got to get up pretty early to beat your ma and pa when it comes to prankery!”


“No way!” said Elsie, milk, cereal and soap powder dripping down her snot-green jumper as she got to her feet. “Crocodile eggs beat broken chairs any day of the week!”


“Rubbish!” said Mr Odd. “Look at the mess me and your mother have made! That wins out over little snappers like these.” He waggled the crocodiles in the twins’ faces.


“You just wait, Dad,” said Edgar, wiping porridge off his face. “Elsie and me have been saving up our best pranks for school today.”
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