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      Every word in this book has been written with you in mind. I hope you enjoy the story.

      

      
        
        You can connect with me here:

        Website: www.carmenlallen.com
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            A HUGE SHOCK
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      Molly handed a silver spoon to her friend, Cook Henny.

      ‘No, no, dear. I couldn’t possibly,’ the grey-haired lady chuckled.

      ‘Yes, yes – you could!’ Molly cheered with a twinkle in her eye.

      ‘You’re a cheeky little scallywag, Molly Greenwood!’

      ‘C’mon,’ Molly said, ‘let’s see who can stack the most cream onto their scone. It’ll be fun!’

      Molly and Cook Henny were in the sitting room at Hopeville Orphanage. Molly was stuffing scones into her mouth – scones baked by Cook, of course. Cook Henny had worked at the orphanage for many years, whipping up meals to fill hungry tummies, but she kept Sundays free for Molly’s visits.

      Today was special, because it was Cook Henny’s birthday.

      Molly had been five when she’d moved into the orphanage six years ago. Back then, Cook Henny had been a gruff lady. But that had changed two years ago, when the King invited Molly and Cook Henny to tour his magical palace. Somehow, the King’s kindness had rubbed off on Cook Henny and she’d been nicer ever since.

      Soon after the visit to the palace, the King adopted Molly into his family. Cook Henny came up with the idea of monthly tea parties so she and Molly could hang out together. Their friendship had blossomed, and now Cook Henny was a good friend.

      Molly grinned. ‘How often do you get to turn seventy, Cook Henny?’

      The old lady smiled. ‘Only once, my pet.’

      ‘I’m going to sing Happy Birthday, but as soon as I finish, the race begins, okay?’

      Molly shifted to the edge of the padded sofa and tucked her curly chestnut hair behind her ears. She picked up her silver spoon and waved it in the air, as if she was conducting an orchestra.

      ‘Happy Birthday to you. Happy Birthday to you. Happy Birthday Cook Henny, Happy Birthday to you.’

      Cook Henny clapped. ‘You have a beautiful voice, dear.’

      ‘Are you ready? Get set, go!’

      Molly scooped spoonful after spoonful of whipped cream out of a bowl and onto her scone. As her fluffy stack grew taller, Molly peeked at Cook Henny’s efforts.

      Cook was taking her time. Concentrating hard, her tongue poking out between her lips, she delicately placed another spoonful of cream onto her scone.

      If I’m going to win this game, I need to keep adding cream until my stack is the tallest. Molly plopped one more blob onto her little cream castle.

      It proved to be too much.

      ‘Oh no!’ she squealed as the cream toppled off the scone, onto the lace tablecloth, then down to the floor. Molly clutched her belly and giggled.
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      Cook Henny raised her hands in the air. ‘I’m the winner!’

      Molly whooped and clapped. ‘Good on you! Best cook in the world and best cream stacker-upper.’ She chuckled, grabbing a napkin and bending down to clean up the mess.

      As Molly wiped the floor, she noticed something strange. One of Cook Henny’s legs looked swollen.

      ‘What happened to your leg?’ Molly said, peering up from under the table.

      ‘Oh, nothing much, dear.’

      ‘I can see a bandage underneath your stocking.’

      ‘Yes, but I’ll be fine.’ Cook Henny smiled. ‘I slipped on spilt oil in the kitchen and had a bit of a fall.’

      ‘How long will it take to get better?’

      ‘The doctor said I’ve sprained my ankle and I need to stay off it for a few weeks. In fact –’ she paused, ‘I have some news to tell you.’ Cook Henny’s face grew serious.

      Molly braced herself.

      ‘I’ve decided it’s probably best if I finish up working here at the orphanage and move into a nursing home. That way, trained nurses can take care of me. The doctor agrees.’

      Molly’s eyes grew wide. ‘But you only slipped once. Why do you need to stop working and move into a nursing home?’

      Cook Henny drew a deep breath and glanced at the ceiling. ‘No dear. I haven’t slipped only once. I’ve had a few falls.’

      ‘Really?’

      Cook Henny nodded. ‘Besides, I’m seventy, remember? I can’t keep working forever.’ She managed a chuckle. ‘Moving into a nursing home is a wise choice, and you can visit me there too.’

      Molly’s lip trembled. ‘Can you take all your stuff?’

      ‘Well, yes. Most of it.’
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      ‘What about your pink rocking chair?’

      ‘No, that belongs to the orphanage, I’m afraid.’

      A lump stuck in Molly’s throat. Poor Cook Henny. She loved that chair. Molly pictured her rocking away, glasses perched on her nose, reading a book while Molly did jigsaw puzzles.

      Cook Henny smiled. ‘Come, give me a hug, child.’

      Molly hugged Cook Henny tight, careful not to bump her sore leg.

      Cook Henny whispered in Molly’s ear, ‘I’ll be fine, dear, really.’

      Molly wiped a tear from her eye.

      A lady who worked at the orphanage appeared in the doorway and walked quietly across the timber floorboards to the far side of the room. She picked up a set of crutches that had been leaning against the bookcase. Molly hadn’t noticed them before.

      ‘Hi, Molly,’ said the lady. ‘Henrietta probably needs to rest her leg now.’ She handed the crutches to Cook Henny and helped her to her feet.

      ‘Will I see you next week?’ Molly said, a note of panic in her voice.

      ‘Yes, of course. And remember, you can visit me in the home too.’ Cook Henny stroked Molly’s hair. ‘Cheer up, Molly. Everything will work out. Now, don’t forget to grab a copy of the Hopeville Herald from the foyer on your way out. I know how much you love the puzzles!’
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      Molly watched her friend leave the room with the lady. She stared absent-mindedly at the teapot on the table. It was a lot to take in – Cook Henny hurting her leg and soon leaving the orphanage.

      Molly drifted to the foyer, grabbed a newspaper, and opened the front door. She looked at the sky. Nothing but grey clouds. Grey – just like her heart.
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      Molly sprinted home to the palace and found the King, dressed in black trousers and a white shirt, on his knees, snipping roses in the garden. Their sweet perfume filled her nostrils as he placed each stem in a basket.

      ‘Hello there,’ he said cheerfully.

      ‘Can I talk to you?’

      The King smiled. ‘Of course.’

      Molly placed the newspaper onto the grass, then promptly burst into tears. She threw her arms around the King’s neck. ‘Cook Henny sprained her ankle. She’s going to move to a nursing home because she’s been falling over a lot. She won’t …’ Molly gulped, and drew a deep breath, ‘she won’t work at the orphanage anymore.’
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      The King, on bended knee, held Molly tight. She sobbed into his shoulder.

      ‘She’s n-not even allowed,’ Molly sniffed, ‘to take her pink rocking chair. She loves that chair.’

      ‘Oh, that’s sad. She’ll miss that chair, won’t she?’

      Molly nodded.

      ‘This is such a shock for you, I know,’ he said, patting her back.

      ‘Can we get her a new rocking chair?’ Molly said, looking into her father’s eyes.

      ‘I’m sure we can do that.’

      ‘Is there a shop that sells them in our village?’

      ‘Of course. Mr Woodley sells rocking chairs in his furniture store.’

      ‘Does he? How much do they cost?’

      The King grinned. ‘Let’s find out!’
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      He clicked his fingers, and a gold telephone suddenly appeared under a red rose bush.

      ‘Whoa!’ Molly said. ‘That’s amazing!’

      He dialed a number.

      ‘Good afternoon,’ the King said. ‘How much are your rocking chairs?’ He listened and nodded. ‘Thank you for your time. We’ll be in touch.’

      The King put the phone down. ‘Mr Woodley has a selection of new and second-hand rocking chairs starting at fifty tokens. The second-hand chairs will need to be rubbed down with sandpaper, then have a fresh coat of paint.’

      Molly stared at the telephone, fiddling with the lace on the collar of her dress. ‘I wonder how I could pay for a rocking chair?’

      ‘Can you sing?’

      Molly looked up in surprise. ‘Yes, you know I can.’

      ‘No, I mean …’ He pointed to the newspaper on the grass.

      Molly picked up the paper and read the headline: Can You Sing? Talent Quest!

      She was quiet for a moment, then her eyes lit up. ‘I’ve just worked out how I can get enough tokens for a rocking chair! I could win them by singing in this talent quest! Look here.’ She tapped her finger on the page. ‘First Prize: a hundred tokens, Second Prize: fifty tokens.’ Molly grinned. That would be enough for sure.

      The King stood and brushed dirt from his trousers. ‘Well, yes, you could. You sing well. Let’s take the newspaper over to the terrace to read.’

      The King placed the basket of roses in the middle of the table and sat down next to Molly.

      She smoothed the newspaper with her hand. ‘Here’s what it says. Bestmania’s City Mayor, Dustin Offdross, is slowly but surely turning the city into a more caring community. Until now, Bestmania has been a city of competition. Mayor Dustin Offdross said, “I’m pleased to announce that the City Council will partner with singer-songwriter Brad Jayson to support the Can You Sing Talent Quest. We’re honoured to promote an event that encourages children to care for others.’

      Molly looked up. ‘Where’s Bestmania?’

      ‘It’s a city in one of my other lands, called Fairistan.’

      Molly continued, ‘There’s a list of terms and conditions, and further down the page it tells you how to enter.’

      ‘Have a read, then give me a summary,’ the King said, as he relaxed back into his chair and stretched out his legs.
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      Molly sat silently reading. ‘Okay!’ she said excitedly. ‘Anyone between the ages of ten and fourteen can enter, and it doesn’t matter which land you come from.’

      ‘Does it say when the talent quest is on?’

      Molly scanned the page. ‘Wednesday fifth July to Saturday eighth July.’

      The King rubbed his chin. ‘That’s about three weeks away.’

      Molly continued with her summary. ‘I have to sing a song I’ve written myself.’ She tilted her head. ‘What about “A Place To Belong”, the song I wrote about you?’

      ‘Good idea,’ he said.

      Molly moved her finger to the next line of text on the page. ‘Entrants have to answer two questions. Why do you want to go in the talent quest? and What will you do with the tokens if you win?’

      ‘Do you think you can answer those questions?’

      ‘Yes! I want to win tokens so I can get Cook Henny a rocking chair.’

      She ran her finger down the page. ‘It says they will hold the talent quest in the ballroom of the luxury Donut Royale Hotel, Bestmania.’

      The King raised an eyebrow. ‘Luxury, hey? That means it has a pool, a spa, a gymnasium, and lots of beautifully decorated hotel rooms.’

      ‘Oh, my!’

      Molly continued. ‘Two adults and one child can come to support me and we’ll all stay at the hotel for free. Wow!’

      ‘I’d say the City Council will pay for that,’ the King noted.

      ‘Hold on!’ She grabbed the edge of the table and turned to the King. ‘Who’ll go with me? It says only one child can go. I have four close friends.’ She counted them off on her fingers. ‘Suzie, Rich, Ami, and Walter Jackson.’

      The King smiled. ‘I’m sure I can afford to pay extra so all your friends can go.’

      ‘Really? Thank you. But what about two adults? Will you come with me?’

      ‘I think it may be best if your carers, Sarah and Charlie, accompany you and the other children. But I will definitely be there at some stage to watch you sing.’

      ‘Good!’ Molly patted the newspaper with both hands. She was pleased to hear that.

      ‘What do you have to do to enter?’

      Molly read out loud the points listed on the page. ‘First one: Entrants must submit their song lyrics, answers and entry form to Miss Adele, the event organiser, before Wednesday twenty-first June. Second one: We will accept the first forty applicants who meet the entry requirements. Next one: We will notify successful applicants by phone on Monday twenty-sixth June. Last one: Contestants should bring their sheet music with them to the hotel.’ Molly stopped, confused. ‘What’s sheet music?’

      ‘Have you ever seen musical notes written along five straight lines?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Well, that’s called sheet music. It’s what the band needs to play your song.’

      ‘But I don’t have sheet music,’ said Molly.

      ‘True.’ The King stroked his beard. ‘I can ask one of my court musicians to write it for you, but you’ll need to sing your song to her so she knows how it goes. Would that be alright?’

      Molly nodded. It would be embarrassing, but at least she knew the court musicians.

      Hang on. Was she brave enough to sing on stage to a bunch of strangers in the talent quest? That would be scary.

      An image of two little girls standing side by side on a stage wearing matching pink dresses flashed before her eyes  – Molly and her twin sister, Mary. The memory often popped into her mind when she least expected it. A memory of something that started out well, but ended up badly.

      Molly dropped her chin and stared at the ground. Sadness flooded her thoughts and tears slipped down her cheeks. A dark fear gripped her heart. She clutched her tummy and hoped she wouldn’t be sick.

      ‘Here now, blow your nose.’ The King tucked his handkerchief into her hand. ‘It’s happening again, isn’t it?’ he asked kindly.

      Molly nodded.

      ‘Would you believe me if I said that by entering the talent quest, you’ll learn how to deal with your fear?’

      ‘Really?’

      ‘Yes, I promise.’

      ‘But what if I don’t win?’

      ‘Winning’s got nothing to do with it. You have more important things to gain. This competition will teach you how to continue, even when you have setbacks. But if you don’t want to go in the talent quest, you don’t have to. It’s completely up to you.’

      Molly sighed.

      ‘How about we go in for dinner and you can think about it?’ he said. ‘Just keep in mind that we would need to get your entry form in the mail by Friday.’

      Molly’s bottom lip trembled. ‘Okay.’ She folded the newspaper in half and clutched it under her arm. The King took Molly by the hand and they strolled into the palace.
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