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1.
Mr Mac Again
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January in Coolongawong was hot, as usual. Though, so far, there had not been a day that the locals call a stinker, when the temperature climbs to over forty degrees. 

Coolongawong, where the four friends lived, is a little town in mid-western New South Wales, close to the Wollendidgee National Park. Not many people had heard of the town though a few did know about the park. 

The summer holidays had flown by for the four friends, even though the break from school had seemed to stretch ahead endlessly at the start. 

Jack, Will, Livy and Grace arranged to meet down by the river as soon as they were all back in town. They had something important to discuss.

‘G’day, mate,’ said Jack as he slumped down in the soft, green grass on the bank, in the shade of a big gum tree.

‘G’day yourself,’ answered Will, his best mate. ‘How was your trip?’

‘Pretty good. How were your hols here?’

‘Yeah, not bad. I spent some time learning the saxophone.’ 

Jack was not surprised. He had learned over the years that his mate, Will, was up for anything. He was super bright and an excellent musician already. 

Will had not left town these holidays. His mother, Cathy Anderson, worked for the local council in the library and she had not been able to get time off except for one week over Christmas. Usually when this happened, Will stayed with his grandparents in Canberra. However, this year they had gone on a cruise and he was not invited to join them. He hadn’t minded. They were getting old and were not terribly interested in the things he liked to do. 

He had been happy on his own in Coolongawong. His mum had given him a saxophone for Christmas, along with a DVD to teach him the basics and he had spent a great deal of time learning to play it. He could already read music and play the guitar and the keyboard so it had not been all that hard. Not for him, anyway. What would have been hard work for most kids was just fun to Will. He was a talented singer as well and was in the school choir. Not surprisingly, he had won the lead role in the annual school production for the past two years.

However Will was not big-headed and that made him popular with everyone in his class. He didn’t show-off that he was brainy. And he definitely was not a nerd, for although he was in the choir, he played footy and cricket too. He was also quick with one-liners and practical jokes that kept the whole class laughing. Mr Mac, their teacher, liked him a lot too. 

Will had hung out with another of the four friends, Grace Stevens, over the holidays because she had also stayed in town. Her parents ran the local deli so they were busy for long hours nearly every day. The two friends had been swimming at the river often and Grace’s two younger brothers, Jason and David, had been there too. They were twins and were two years younger than Grace so she had the job of looking after them. 

Will had noticed right after Christmas that Grace was not her usual bubbly self and this concerned him. He had known her since Kinder and liked her very much. So one day near the end of the holidays, while the younger boys were in the water, he decided to suss things out. ‘What’s up, Grace?’ 

‘Oh, nothing,’ she answered. But as much as she tried to stop them, tears began falling, wetting her cheeks. Taking a big breath and brushing them away, she continued, ‘I guess I have been feeling down lately.’

‘Yeah, I can tell that.’ Will waited quietly. If she wanted to, Grace would tell him what was wrong in her own good time.

Grace was silent for a few moments, staring out over the water. Half her attention was on her brothers who were swimming and half was on her problem. She decided to tell Will. Maybe he could help her somehow. She took another big breath and said, ‘It’s Mum and Dad. They are fighting a fair bit and things are really uptight at home. I just don’t know what to do about it.’

‘Do you know what they’re fighting about?’

‘Ah, it’s mostly about money, I think. Since the nearby supermarket opened, I don’t think the deli is making enough money.’

Will nodded but didn’t say anything. He had no easy answers so he just sat beside her. 

After a while, Grace did seem a little calmer. Perhaps just talking about it had helped so he decided to tell her how it had been for him when his parents had split up. ‘I was only seven when Dad left home. It was awful. All I remember is lots of shouting and Mum crying a lot. I hope that doesn’t happen to your mum and dad.’

Grace winced and fresh tears appeared on her cheeks. After a while, she answered. ‘Me too. I’m scared, Will. I don’t want them to split up. I love both of them and I just want our family to stay together. But I don’t know what to do to help.’

‘I don’t think you can do anything, Grace. I think it’s up to them to work it out.’

Grace nodded and continued staring out over the water for a bit. ‘Thanks for listening, Will.’ 

Grace didn’t know whether it was good or bad that Will had gone through a similar problem to what her family was facing now. She desperately hoped that her parents would not end up separated or divorced.

-o0o-
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The other two of the four friends had been away for the holidays. 

Jack had gone with his mum and dad and his younger sister, Emily, on another driving holiday. They owned a caravan and pulled it behind a four-wheel drive Toyota truck. Jack’s dad, Bob Wilson, worked in construction, so he needed a truck like this. They had been south this time, way down into Victoria and had been hiking around a national park at Wilson’s Promontory, called ‘The Prom’ by the locals. Jack and Emily had been hiking ever since they could remember and they both loved it. The family had also visited Phillip Island while they were down there and had stayed up late in the freezing cold (even though it was January and supposed to be hot) to watch fairy penguins waddle ashore.

Olivia, or Livy, the name she preferred, was the next to appear beside the river. They said hi and she sat down with the boys to wait for Grace to join them. The boys asked her about her trip to Brisbane.

Just like Grace’s dad, Livy’s dad was an accountant but he worked in the nearby larger town of Orange. Her mum, Kate, didn’t have a job outside the house. She thought three kids was quite enough work to keep her busy. 

Livy had been to Brizzy, as she called it, with her family to visit her grandparents with her parents, her older brother, Matt, and younger sister, Megan. She loved visiting with her grandparents as they always had interesting things planned for their visits. This time they had spent a whole day at Steve Irwin’s famous Australia Zoo. Packed with Australian native animals, the zoo included snakes and plenty of crocodiles. Livy had held a snake and a baby croc in her hands. She was not frightened of things like that. 

On another day, they had gone to Wet ‘n’ Wild, a fun park full of waterslides and other watery rides. It had been awesome. 

Her grandma was also a great cook and was teaching Livy some of her secrets. Together they had made plenty of sticky treats for the whole family. She had loved her holiday.

However as soon as Grace arrived, they all stopped talking about their holiday adventures because there was something much more important on everyone’s mind. 

It was where they were going to go for their first adventures of the year. Back in time. 

‘I think for our first adventure we should go with Grace’s idea from last year,’ Will said to the others.

‘What’s that?’ asked Jack. He had forgotten over the holidays.

‘It was to visit Mozart,’ said Grace. ‘But I think someone else should have a turn first. After all, I chose the Christmas in Africa one.’ Grace was still feeling down and was not that interested in anything much, even their adventures.

‘What about going to Japan and seeing some samurais?’ Jack cut in before anybody else had a chance to say anything. 

‘That’s okay with me,’ chipped in Livy. ‘I really don’t care where we go. Everywhere is interesting and we always seem to have fun. Well, almost every time.’

‘Except when we nearly fried in the Hindenburg explosion,’ said Will with a smile.

‘Yeah, I was just thinking about that,’ said Livy. 

Everyone but Grace laughed.

‘I really liked our adventure back in India when we saw the cobra fight the mongoose,’ said Jack. ‘It was awesome, but so was the Terracotta Army in China and burying the pirate treasure with Drake.’

‘Yeah, they’re all pretty good,’ agreed Will.

These adventures back in time were possible because last year Olivia had learned a closely-guarded secret: that Mr Mac’s classroom was a magic one. They had been in Year 5 at Coolongawong Primary School with everyone’s favourite teacher. 

Mr Mac was a total living legend of a teacher. No joke, he was absolutely the best teacher ever. Every kid in the school wanted to be in his class. He made every lesson interesting and fun and he had an endless supply of wise cracks and jokes to share with his students. 

But even more exciting than just being in his class, had been the discovery that his classroom was a magic one. Of course Mr Mac knew about the magic but he had learned years ago that if he told his students about it, the magic would stop, so he just had to wait for the occasional student to discover it. 

Livy’s older brother, Matt, had discovered it two years previously and had introduced her to the magic when he realised his time for adventures was coming to an end. He showed her how she could travel back in time on the day of the new moon each month, visiting places and people famous in history. Matt had done this when he was about to turn thirteen for he knew that, once he became a teenager, he would no longer be able to go back in time. 

Once Livy knew the secret, she had introduced Grace then, together, the girls had taken Jack and Will on their first adventure. Since then they had been on some totally awesome adventures together. 

Now they were looking forward to plenty more adventures this year. This was because Mr Mac was to be their teacher again, so they would be in the magic classroom for another whole year. That meant another sixteen or eighteen adventures. (Exactly how many depended on when the new moon fell. If it fell on a weekend or in the holidays, they would miss the opportunity in that month.) when it fell on a school day, they managed two each month, one at recess and one at lunchtime.

‘Okay, Jack,’ said Livy. ‘Let’s go to Japan first.’

‘And then let’s visit Mozart,’ said Will, looking at Grace and giving her a smile. ‘I would really like to meet that guy. Especially since I’ve been learning to play the saxophone in the holidays.’ 

‘Have you?’ asked Livy. Although when she thought about it, she was not the least surprised. Will was amazing. He was talented at just about everything and was easily the brainiest kid in the school.

‘Yeah,’ he just said.

Jack and Will were both talented singers and musicians, though Will was better. Jack was also in the school choir and both of them could play a mean tune on a guitar. 

Everyone seemed happy with the first two planned adventures.

‘Well, that’s decided then,’ said Livy. ‘When is the new moon, does anybody know?’

‘It’s the second Tuesday back at school,’ said Will. ‘I looked it up.’

With these important decisions out of the way, the four friends told each other a little more holiday news before ending the afternoon with a long swim in the river. 

They were all set and could not wait for their school year to begin.
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2.
Samurai School
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Mr Mac stood at the door, welcoming his old class back again for another year. The four friends greeted him warmly and took the same seats that they had occupied last year. Everyone else did the same. 

Mr Mac spent the time until recess catching up on everyone’s holiday news. He picked up that Grace was not her usual bubbly self but as she didn’t offer any explanation, he knew better than to ask. He would find out soon enough.

Just before the bell went for recess, he gave his usual first-day-back instructions. ‘You know the drill,’ he said. ‘Take out a piece of paper and write down a topic from history that you would like to learn more about this year. While you are doing that, I’ll get out our old world map and time line from last year and put them up on the wall again. We will add to them both as we go along this year. So get to it.’

His class needed no further instruction. Mr Mac taught most of his lessons from a history point of view and these topics always came from his students. He was a firm believer in teaching kids about stuff they were interested in learning. But it really would not have mattered if he had not used this approach. His lessons were always interesting and his students loved them. This even included maths.

Soon the bell went and Mr Mac collected what the children had written down. As he glanced through this year’s list, he nodded happily to himself and raised his eyebrows twice at unexpected topics. His class had not disappointed him. Lessons were going to
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be excellent again this year. The time line and the world map were up. He would add to both as the year progressed, hopefully giving his students a clearer idea of how all past events and peoples in the world were somehow connected.

When recess was over and the class filed back in, Jack and Will had already organised their first practical joke of the year. There had been a recent grasshopper plague around Coolongawong and the boys had collected a bag of dead ones as well as a few still living. During recess, they had crept back into the classroom and put one in each person’s pencil case. 

Just as Mr Mac settled the class and started, screams and grunts of surprise came from nearly all the desks as the students began taking their pens out. Especially funny was when a girl called Jessica opened her case. A very much alive and cranky grasshopper jumped out and Jess screamed as she pushed back her pencil case and sent flying many of the items on her desk. 

Mr Mac immediately looked over at Jack and Will. 

They were sitting there looking extremely innocent. It was a sure giveaway.

‘Thank you, boys,’ he said. ‘You didn’t disappoint me. I was expecting something from you today. And that was a good one! Now, Will, you can get the bin and go around the classroom collecting up all those poor little creatures. And Jack, you can take the live ones outside and let them go. Then we’ll get down to work.’ 

The other students were used to practical jokes. If it wasn’t Will and Jack playing one, it was Grace and Livy. They all loved that sort of thing. But the jokes were always harmless and just plain good fun. 

Besides, Mr Mac wasn’t above playing tricks on them as well. It all made being in his classroom that much better.

Mr Mac decided to start the year with the topic Jack had chosen: the samurai of Japan. The very next day he came to school dressed as a Japanese samurai. Mr Mac had a whole wardrobe of costumes stashed in his house and he often dressed up for his class. This time he really looked the part, complete with a rubber dagger and sword. With his grey curly hair pulled firmly back into a pigtail, black eye-liner making his eyes look oriental and a small pillow under his kimono outfit to bulk him up, he looked every bit like a fearsome samurai. 

His class loved him for it.

Mr Mac began telling them about samurai. These men were not just soldiers, they had been the military nobility of Japan for many centuries. This made them the highest-ranking class under the shoguns, the Japanese word for warlords. Each province or part of Japan had a shogun and each shogun had a large number of samurai to protect him. 

A samurai’s fundamental beliefs were that he must be honourable above all else, serve his warlord to his utmost ability and be loyal even unto his death. A samurai looked forward to a glorious death in the service of his shogun. He believed that there was shame in living and honour in dying. If a samurai believed he had not lived up to these high standards, he would commit seppuku, a form of ritual suicide through disembowelment. A samurai would kneel down, take out his sharp knife and cut himself open from ribs to groin, allowing his organs and intestines to spill out onto the ground.

Jack and the others listened intently to all Mr Mac told them, especially when he explained what disembowelment meant. Then Mr Mac told them all about the training that the samurai had to undergo. 

They had to practise using many types of weapons and learn hand-to-hand combat until they became highly skilled at using every one of them. Some of this training was just like the martial arts that people learned today. 

Jack and Will had both attended some classes in jiu jitsu a couple of years ago and had really liked it. Unfortunately their teacher had been transferred to another town and that had been the end of the lessons.

Mr Mac took his class out onto the grass in the playground and proceeded to teach them some of the Japanese words the samurai used to shout at their enemies. Then he paired everyone up and taught them some very basic blocks and holds. As usual, the lesson was great fun and it made the learning about samurai all the more real. 

When they eventually came back into the classroom, Mr Mac gave each small group of students one particular question to answer. The four friends were given, ‘What sort of training did young boys receive to become a samurai?’ They set to work researching on the computer they shared.

By the time the new moon arrived the following week, it was clear where the four friends wanted to go on their first adventure of the year. They had decided they would go back to around 1570, to join the samurai training school of the shogun Oda Nobunaga. 

He was a fearsome warlord who had spent most of his life fighting and defeating his neighbouring shoguns and had ended up owning almost one third of all Japan.

As they wanted to be away for as long as possible on this adventure so, as Jack ran at the other three, tripped on the creaky floorboard and crashed into the teacher’s desk, they all shouted out the magic words ‘History’s a Mystery’. 

They knew from their past adventures exactly what they needed to do. Three always stood beside Mr Mac’s desk, while the fourth person tripped on the creaky floorboard before crashing into them. The more people who said the magic words, the longer the adventure back in time would last. This was not a terribly accurate thing however – the friends never knew exactly how long they would be away – but when all four said the words, they could be gone for as long as a whole day. 

While they were back in time on their adventure, no time at all passed in the present so no one in their school knew they were gone. It was hard to understand how all this was possible, but it just was. It was all part of the magic.

There was a blinding flash and their first adventure of the year began. They were standing in a courtyard surrounded by wooden buildings all inside a high, protective wall. Most of the buildings were single-storey but there was one pagoda as well. They were dressed in white kimonos, with a white headscarf tied down over their hair and sandals on their feet. Each of them had a short dagger tucked in at the waist. Grace and Livy were dressed in exactly the same way as the boys.

‘I guess we’ll have to pretend we’re boys on this adventure,’ whispered Livy to the others.

‘Yeah,’ said Will. ‘It’s lucky that you’re dressed the same as us, otherwise you two might have been left behind. Girls were never samurais.’ 

Grace and Livy nodded. Just then, an older boy came up to them.

‘Hi,’ he said. ‘My name’s Tadayoshi but everyone calls me Tada. You must be the four new boys who are joining our samurai school.’

‘Er ... That’s right,’ answered Jack after a moment’s hesitation. This seemed almost too good to be true. They were right where they had hoped to be on this adventure. Then he remembered his manners.

‘My name’s Jack,’ he said then introduced his three friends. Although the names did not sound at all Japanese, and two of the names were girls’ names, Tada did not notice anything wrong.

‘Welcome to Nagoya on behalf of our shogun, Nobunaga,’ he said, bowing low from the waist. 

The four friends bowed back. 

Then Tada said, ‘Please follow me.’ He led them across the courtyard to one of the single-storey buildings on the left. 

They entered a room with woven matting on the floor. There was nothing else in the room.

‘We’ll begin here,’ Tada said, smiling. ‘What do you know about becoming a samurai?’ He looked straight at Will.

‘Er ... not much,’ Will admitted, then went on. ‘But I know it’s an honourable way to live. And we wish to become great warriors serving our shogun.’ Will shot a look at the others and they smiled back, pleased that he had answered for all of them.

‘It is a lifetime of work,’ explained Tada. ‘Firstly, you must build up character. You must be honest and fearless and strong. Then you must learn all the crafts of war, such as using weapons, fighting hand-to-hand, horsemanship and tactics. Then you must also attain the skills of calligraphy, poetry, ethics and literature. All this takes a very long time.’

‘Well, when do we begin?’ asked Jack eagerly.

Tada looked at him and laughed. ‘We will begin today,’ he said. ‘Your first lesson will be on defending yourself from attack.’

‘Where is our teacher?’ asked Grace.

Tada laughed again. ‘Right here,’ he said. ‘I am your teacher.’ He showed them what he wanted them to practice. Asking each one in turn to grab him, he threw them to the ground with no effort at all. Then Tada showed them exactly what he had done, where he had held them and how he had used their own strength and momentum to his advantage. 

It was similar to what they had done with Mr Mac back in Coolongawong. He set them to work, practicing these moves repeatedly until they were tired out. Just as they were finishing their workout, another boy entered the room and bowed low to all of them before speaking to Tada.

‘Tada-san,’ he said. ‘We have been asked to go with one hundred samurai to stop an invading clan that has already made its way into the next town. We must go at once.’

Tada turned to the four friends. ‘Here is your chance to see some real samurai in action,’ he said. ‘You can come with us so long as you stay well back and just observe the fighting.’

The four friends all readily agreed to this plan. This could be really exciting. Soon they were on their way, walking quickly to the next town, although running would be a better description. The samurai, kitted out in their heavy armour, with their swords dangling at their sides, set a mean pace. It was all the friends could do to keep up.

On reaching the town, some of the local townspeople directed the samurai to where the invaders were resting. 

After easily overcoming the local people, for most of them had run away in fear, these invading samurai were readying themselves to advance on Nagoya and attack Nobunaga’s compound. However, they had not counted on Nobunaga’s samurai coming after them here. 

Nevertheless, like true samurai, they turned and faced their foes as soon as they saw them approaching. 

Tada quickly shoved the four friends in behind a low wooden wall and told them to stay there. Then he ran out and joined his attacking force. This seemed rather stupid to the four friends as Tada was not wearing any armour and his only weapon was his short dagger. 

Soon the air filled with blood-curdling cries and the clash of swords. It was an evenly matched battle, as there seemed to be just as many samurai on each side. All of them were wielding large, heavy swords in one hand and holding either a short dagger or a short wooden club in the other. As they watched, it appeared that the samurai preferred to use their large swords first then, when one samurai had wounded his enemy, the victor would finish him off by either slitting his throat or by clubbing him on the head. It was very gruesome. 

While all this was going on, Jack was keeping an eye on Tada, who miraculously was evading death thanks to his agility and a large amount of luck. Suddenly Jack cried, ‘Look out, Tada!’ 

Tada turned in the nick of time. 

A big samurai had lunged towards him with his sword ready to run him through. 

Tada nimbly jumped to one side and the heavy sword sliced through the air. Then, with almost no effort, Tada drove his short dagger up under the samurai’s ribs as the big man momentarily lost his balance. 

With a look of shock on his face, the big samurai fell to the ground. He had not expected to be outdone by a young boy. 

Tada called a thanks to Jack for his warning then turned away to resume the fight, thinking the big man was dead. 

However he was not dead, just badly wounded. The fighting continued and after some time it was clear that Nobunaga’s samurai were winning.

When the fighting eventually was over there were dead samurai all over the village square and many more lying or sitting around, nursing their wounds. 
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It was then that the four friends’ attention returned to the big samurai that Tada had wounded. He dragged himself slowly to his knees and took out his own short dagger. Blood was seeping from the wound below his ribs and his movements were slow and deliberate. His face was grim.

He knew that his clan had lost the battle. Not only had he been humiliated by letting a boy wound him, his clan had lost their planned attack on Nagoya. Slowly he undid the armour he was wearing over his chest. 

The four friends watched in horror as the samurai committed seppuku right in front of them.

He slit his body open from his groin to his chest, allowing his internal organs to spill out over the ground. He did not utter one sound while doing this. He just sat back on his haunches and sagged down a little as he slowly bled to death, keeling over at the end to lie face down with his head on the cobblestones of the square.

Just then, a blinding flash sent them back into their classroom.

‘Argh!’ said Grace. ‘That was horrible!’

‘Yeah!’ said Livy. ‘I agree. It’s one thing for Mr Mac to tell us about seppuku in class, but it’s totally another thing to see it really happen. That was really awful!’ 

The two boys were looking pale and they nodded.

‘And the fighting was awfully gory as well,’ said Will. ‘I liked the first half of the adventure better, when we were just learning how to defend ourselves.’

‘Yes,’ said Jack. ‘So did I. But we did want to experience what it was like to be a samurai and we sure did that. They did do that sort of stuff all the time.’

‘Well, it’s over now and we’re back here safely,’ said Grace. ‘That’s the main thing. Let’s go outside and eat our recess. Though I don’t really feel hungry after seeing all that blood being spilt. But let’s go. We can talk more about it then.’

‘At least our next adventure back to see Mozart shouldn’t be a bloody one,’ said Will as he followed the others out into the sunshine.

But it would not be without its problems either as it turned out.
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3.
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Mr Mac noticed that the four friends were rather quiet when they came back into the classroom after recess. He checked the calendar and when he realised that it was the day of the new moon, he thought he probably knew why. He guessed correctly that they had been back to visit Japan and had probably seen something that was upsetting. He decided to take their minds off it by announcing a maths test. Everyone groaned but it did the trick.

When lunchtime came around, he asked the four friends to stay behind when everyone else had left the room.

‘Do you want to talk about anything?’ he asked them quietly.

They looked a little worried at first then relaxed as they realised that telling Mr Mac about their adventures would not stop the magic.

‘It’s just that we had an awful thing happen on our adventure,’ Jack began.

‘We went back to see the samurai, sir,’ Grace added, and Mr Mac nodded his head.

‘I thought so.’

They told him all that had happened, especially about the warrior who had committed seppuku right in front of them, and he listened carefully.

‘Wars are never nice,’ Mr Mac said when they had finally finished. ‘I think if you are going to go back and visit warring people or see battles, then you have to expect that the experiences you will have will be very awful. Seeing people wounded or killed is always horrible. If you don’t want to see that sort of thing, then maybe you should choose different events in history to go back and experience.’

The children nodded and thanked him for listening. It was good advice and they all thought that from now on they should put a little more thought into when and where they should go.

Mr Mac left them and they talked quietly together for a minute or two. They all agreed that their next adventure should be okay, so Livy ran at the other three and they all said the magic words together. There was a blinding flash.

Next thing they knew they were standing in a very old-fashioned room. It was not terribly grand like a palace would be. The room did not even look as if it belonged to a rich family. Looking well-worn and cosy, it was simply a tidy but cluttered room with instruments that were obviously early relatives of the piano squashed in all over the place.

‘Where do you think we are?’ whispered Jack.

‘I think we might be in Salzburg,’ answered Will. ‘It’s where Mozart lived with his parents and his older sister. He was born in 1756 so as soon as we meet him, we’ll probably be able to work out what year it is.’

As he finished speaking, they were interrupted by a girl of about eleven entering the room.

‘Oh, hello,’ she said. ‘You must be the children of Papa’s friend, Johannes from Vienna. Are you?’

‘Er ... Yes, that’s us,’ stammered Will.

‘I knew you were coming. But I thought Papa said there were only three of you.’

‘Er ... We brought a friend with us,’ improvised Livy quickly. Then she introduced herself and her friends to the girl.

‘Hi, my name’s Maria Anna but you can call me Nannerl. Everyone does. So you are here to listen to us practice?’

‘Um ... Yes, I guess we are,’ said Grace. ‘Our father just told us to turn up here. Was that right?’

‘Yes,’ answered Nannerl. ‘Papa wants us to practice in front of a small audience so we are better prepared for tonight.’

‘What’s on tonight?’ asked Jack.

‘Tonight Wolfie and I have to play for the Empress of Austria,’ answered Nannerl. ‘And I am a little nervous. Wolfie isn’t, of course. He just loves the attention.’

‘How old is Wolfie?’ asked Grace.

‘He’s six,’ said Nannerl. ‘And full of it, if you know what I mean.’

‘He thinks he’s pretty good?’ asked Livy.

‘You’ve got it,’ said Nannerl. ‘And he really is. He’s so much better than pretty good. But, unfortunately, he knows it and that’s what really bugs me sometimes. He’s so much better than me. And he’s only six and I’m eleven. It’s just not fair.’

‘But I’ve heard that you’re not bad on the keyboard too,’ said Will.

‘Yes, I am,’ replied Nannerl. 

Grace and Livy looked at each other and smiled. Nannerl did not seem too big on modesty either.

‘But I’m not a patch on Wolfie,’ she went on. ‘He’s now writing most of the duets we play and he either joins me on one of the keyboards or he accompanies me on the violin.’

‘What sort of keyboards do you have?’ asked Will.

‘We have a harpsichord, a clavichord, an organ and a piano,’ answered Nannerl.

‘And who taught you to play?’ cut in Grace.

‘Papa, of course,’ replied Nannerl. ‘He was one of the court musicians here in Salzburg until recently. He also composes music, but mostly for the violin. He teaches the violin too, and has recently written a book on how to teach it.’

‘Then why did he give up his job?’ asked Jack.

‘How did you know he’d given up his job?’ asked Nannerl. ‘It only happened last week.’

‘Er ... our Papa told us,’ chipped in Livy. The others grinned at her. She had saved them by coming up with a good answer straightaway.

Nannerl nodded. ‘He gave up his job so he could travel around Europe with Wolfie and me,’ she said, not noticing that anything was amiss. ‘He thinks Wolfie and I can make our family rich by playing to audiences. Sometimes I think that, to him, we are just like performing animals in a circus though Papa doesn’t see it that way. He is very proud of us and he thinks Wolfie is an absolute wonder child.’

‘Which he is,’ added Will. ‘I don’t know of another six-year-old who can do any of the things he can.’

‘Yes,’ sighed Nannerl. ‘I know. But it still awful living in his shadow all the time.’

‘Er ... do you think I could have a go on your clavichord?’ asked Will quietly. He was keen to try out all the old instruments he could see in the room.

‘Um ... I guess that would be okay,’ said Nannerl. ‘Can you play?’

‘No,’ answered Will. ‘I’ve never played on one of these before.’

‘But he’s a whizz on the piano,’ added Jack without thinking.

‘Really?’ said Nannerl. ‘Go ahead then. Play us something.’

Will moved over to the clavichord and sat down. He started to pick out a few notes then played a simple little tune that came into his head. It was one of the Beatles’ tunes, ‘Let It Be’. But as soon as he had begun, he realised that this could lead to some awkward questions, so he stopped. But it was too late. It did anyway.

‘That’s a strange tune,’ said Nannerl. ‘Where did you learn that? I’ve never heard it before.’

Luckily for Will, just then Nannerl was distracted by a bubbly little boy who came into the room. His merry eyes danced when he saw the four friends and he smiled at them and clapped his hands.

‘Hi,’ he said. ‘I’m Wolfie. Who are you?’

Will introduced himself and the others. Nannerl smiled at him affectionately and forgot about her question to Will.

‘Have you come to listen to us play?’ asked Wolfie.

They all nodded. 

‘Well, let’s get started then,’ he said. ‘Papa wants us to put in two hours’ practice. Let’s get it over with so we can go and play.’

Nannerl picked up a thick wad of sheet music. She sat at the piano and placed the sheet music on top. Then she selected the top sheet and put it in front of her. Wolfie sat down beside her. Nannerl began to play and Wolfie immediately joined in. 

The four friends noticed that he did not need to look at the sheet music at all. He just listened to his sister and played along. Although the four friends were not familiar with the music, they could tell that it was rather complicated and that Nannerl was doing the background chords while Wolfie was playing the melody. 

Sometimes Nannerl would pause and look at her brother. ‘That’s not the way it goes,’ she would say.

And always, Wolfie would say something like, ‘But it’s better this way, don’t you think?’

Then Nannerl would just shake her head and keep playing. It seemed to the four friends that it must be very hard having a little brother who was just too good all the time.

The two hours passed quickly. The four friends were just amazed at their ability. Nannerl and Wolfie played pieces of music on all the keyboards, and then Wolfie accompanied his sister on the violin. He really was outstanding, but Nannerl was very good too.

The four friends clapped loudly when it was over. 

Nannerl smiled and murmured her thanks while Wolfie, always the little showman, walked over to Will and Jack and bowed deeply to each of them. Then he took Livy’s hand and kissed it as he bowed to her and did the same to Grace.

‘Just practicing for tonight,’ he said with a grin.

Everyone laughed.

‘Now, let’s go outside and play,’ said Wolfie. ‘Before Papa gets home and makes us do more practice.’

They left the house at a run.

‘Let’s play hide and seek,’ shouted Wolfie. 

Before the others could reply, he added, ‘Will, close your eyes and count to a hundred and then come looking for us.’
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