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Delilah Smart lived with her parents, Granny Grabbers and Sir Isaac Newton, her brain-building alphabet bear. Her parents were always rushing around, exercising and going to work. It was Granny Grabbers – the extraordinary childcare robot – who loved her and looked after her.

Today was Saturday. Granny Grabbers was in the garden shed trying to learn how to do a magic trick. It was all about playing cards and sleeves. She was wearing a top hat and a special magician’s jacket that she had made herself. It had six sleeves, one for each of her six grabbers, and lots of secret pockets.

Granny Grabbers had a round head, no visible neck and her body was barrel-shaped, with tiny wheels underneath. Just now she looked like a very large purple ball covered in stars. The magician’s coat was much too big. The hat kept falling down over her headlamps.

Now she couldn’t remember where she’d hidden the card. It could be up a sleeve. Or perhaps it was in a secret pocket.

Dr Doomy the gerbil watched her politely.

‘This your card?’ Granny Grabbers asked in her husky voice.

She stuck a grabber in a sleeve and produced an egg whisk. This had nothing to do with the magic trick and must have been left over from breakfast.

Dr Doomy put his head on one side. He was a very clever gerbil and he knew the difference between the king of hearts and a kitchen utensil.

At that moment Delilah opened the door of the shed.

‘Child Unit, reverse!’ commanded Granny Grabbers. ‘Private magical practice!’

Delilah reversed.

‘Is this your card?’ Granny Grabbers asked Dr Doomy sternly.

He twitched his whiskers. She had pulled a squashed-looking lettuce from somewhere deep in one of her armpits.
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‘Can I come in now?’ called Delilah.

‘More practice to make perfects,’ muttered Granny Grabbers, giving Dr Doomy some of the lettuce. She took off the top hat and the king of hearts fell out on to the floor. Then she started trying to take off the magician’s jacket. She didn’t usually wear clothes and certainly nothing with sleeves. Hats were OK … and gloves … and scarves … but this …

‘Are you OK?’ called Delilah anxiously. She could hear a lot of grumbling and beeping. Then scuffling, a crash and much ruder grumbling getting louder and louder. The shed door flew open and Granny Grabbers toppled out all tangled up in sparkly material and with three sleeves accidentally knotted over her head.

‘Urgent backup assistance needed,’ she announced. She started to roll down the path, beeping and snatching at things with a free grabber. Then she hit a hedge and stuck there.

Delilah picked up the top hat and ran after her. ‘Granny G,’ she gasped, ‘there’s going to be something on TV about some robots from Happy Home Robotics.’

Granny Grabbers stood up carefully. She swivelled her round head from side to side. (She saw through her optical detectors, which were in the middle of her two headlamps. They looked like very large eyes.) Now she tested her fringed headlamp lids, rattling them up and down. Then she flexed each grabber in turn. Delilah untangled the sleeves of the sparkly coat and gave her back her hat.

‘No damage detected,’ said Granny Grabbers. ‘Normal service is resumed.’

Delilah had helped her to talk a long time ago by adding bits of an old radio, a mobile phone, a television, some computers and other things to her circuits. She had her own special way of speaking.


[image: images]

Mr and Mrs Smart were sitting in the living room watching the television sideways. They were watching it sideways because they were practising their arm wrestling and they were doing that because they were in training for the His and Hers Arm-Wrestling and Head-Standing Competition that was held every year at the Big Brains Institute where they worked.

‘I’m not really trying,’ Mr Smart was saying. ‘If I tried I’d win straight away. It wouldn’t be fair.’

His face was bright red. Sweat was all over it.

‘I’m not really trying either,’ said Mrs Smart, gritting her teeth and scrunching her eyes.

They were both so busy not trying that they didn’t notice Delilah and Granny Grabbers creep and rattle into the room and settle down on and beside the sofa. (Granny Grabbers couldn’t sit. She didn’t bend in the middle.)

‘Blingman’s Department Store opened six months ago. It’s the newest, biggest and most expensive store in the city,’ yelled a reporter on the TV, who seemed to be standing in a car park somewhere in a strong wind.

‘Blingman’s have had their fair share of mysterious problems since they opened. Including a haunted lift, would you believe. But it’s all good news today. The owner, Buzz Blingman, has allowed us up here on to the roof to see something you won’t see looking around the store. No, not a beautiful display of jewellery or furnishings, although you’ll find all that and more downstairs. No, we’re here to see the cleaners.’

She was fighting with the wind. Her hair was blowing in all directions. The papers she was holding kept flapping into her face.

‘This is the Sort-It Squad. The new robotic cleaning personnel made by Happy Home Robotics. They’re going to be doing all the cleaning in this massive ten-storey building. And believe me, when you’ve seen them on parade you are going to be very, very impressed.’

Safe in the Smarts’ living room, Granny Grabbers and Delilah held hand to grabber. Happy Home Robotics had made Granny Grabbers. But that was a long time ago. After that they’d made a lot of other robots, including the terrifying, shiny, two-armed, gliding, talking, laser-fingered Nanny Deluxe. Mr Smart had tried to replace Granny Grabbers with a Nanny Deluxe. It had been a time of ugliness and pain.

Even now, if Mr and Mrs Smart ever found out that Granny Grabbers had feelings and ideas of her own they would send her back to Happy Home Robotics to be re-programmed. Robots were not supposed to have feelings and ideas. (They also didn’t know that she could talk.)

‘What you inventing now, you monster factory,’ whispered Granny Grabbers, staring ferociously at the screen.

‘Why don’t you give up, darling,’ said Mrs Smart. ‘You know I’ll win in the end.’

‘Why don’t you give up,’ said Mr Smart.

They were pulling terrible faces. Sweat was dripping off the ends of their noses. They both cared about winning more than anything else. They weren’t paying any attention to the television at all.

Which meant that they were missing something rather extraordinary.

There was a squad of robots up on the rooftop car park of Blingman’s Department Store. They were standing in six rows of six. They all had the special hard hats that people wear when they are working on building sites.

‘Atten-SHUN!’ boomed another robot, facing them at the front. He was clearly the captain. His hat was gold instead of yellow.

‘Squad RI-IGHT TURN!’

The squad turned. They were all exactly the same. Tall and shaped like cylinders with square heads and two arms each, doors on their fronts and all sorts of extra bits of equipment attached to their backs.

‘Squ-ad – MARCH – LEEFT – RIGHT – LEEEFT – RIGHT,’ yelled the captain at the front.

Unlike Granny Grabbers, they didn’t have little wheels. They didn’t float silently like the terrifying Nanny Deluxe. Instead they each had a pair of short legs and massive metal boots.

STAMP! stamped the Sort-It Squad. STAMP! STAMP! STAMP!

‘RI-GHT TURN!’

They turned, they stamped, they marched up and down like the army on parade. Then they started to sing.

‘We fight in the WAR on GRIME,’ bellowed the captain.

‘We fight GRIME all the TIME,’ yelled the squad.

‘Clean is GOOD and grime is BAD,

Grime’s a crime, it makes us MAD,

Grime’s a crime, it makes us MAD.

 

We fight in the WAR on MESS.

We fight MESS to EXCESS.

Any mess of any size.

We SORT IT OUT and organize.

 We SORT IT OUT and ORGANIZE.’

Meanwhile the reporter had lost her pieces of paper in the wind. She was running about in the background, trying to catch them.

Delilah peered at the screen. There was something else in the background too. Something small and almost round. And, for some reason, familiar.

It was trying to keep up with all the stamping and marching and turning. But it kept going the wrong way.

‘Granny Grabbers …’ she whispered, pointing at the screen.

Granny Grabbers beeped in shock. Her headlamps turned from calm pink to bright red.

The little round robot at the back had caught the reporter’s pieces of flying paper in one of its grabbers. The reporter gave it a high-five.

The singing started again from the beginning.

‘Is Pug,’ whispered Granny Grabbers hoarsely.

‘SQUA-AD! HA-ALT!’ boomed the captain.

The squad halted. All except the little round one at the back. He had gone off the wrong way again and now his hat had fallen down over his headlamps.

Granny Grabbers beeped anxiously.

‘PRO-TO-TYPE!’ shouted the captain. ‘HA-ALT!’

The little robot didn’t seem to hear. It looked as if his hat was completely stuck. He was weaving about, tugging at it with three grabbers at once and waving the other three in the air. He crashed into the back of the squad and then bounced off several of them before bursting through the front row. Then he crashed into the captain.

The reporter was back in front of the camera, clutching her pieces of paper. ‘Well, as you can see, the Sort-It Squad are the ultra-modern technological solution to the age-old problem of cleaning and—’

Her voice was drowned out by terrible shouting …

‘You are a disgrace to Happy Home Robotics, a disgrace to the Sort-It Squad and most importantly a disgrace to ME!’ The captain was towering over the little robot. Some sort of warning light seemed to be flashing where his nose would have been if he had had a nose. He looked huge and horrible.

‘Ow!’ squealed Delilah. Granny Grabbers was squeezing her hand so tightly it was hurting. She was also starting to roll slowly towards the television screen, pulling Delilah off the sofa as she went.
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‘You’re an idiotic waste of metal! What are you? What are you?’ yelled the captain.

‘You leave him alone,’ said Granny Grabbers in a low and terrible voice. ‘Or you be wastey metal yourself, Rudolf.’

‘Do one hundred press-ups,’ continued the captain. He had only one volume, it seemed. Much Too Loud.

The reporter pulled a face at the camera. The little robot finally managed to get his hat back up off his headlamps. He really did look very, very like Granny Grabbers, except much, much smaller and even rounder. He extended two of his grabbers, leant forward and began doing press-ups.

‘We fight in the WAR on GRIME!’ began the captain, his red nose still flashing nastily.

‘We fight GRIME all the TIME!’ answered the squad, stamping very hard.

‘… And now we’ll go back downstairs to see the excellent furniture department …’ yelled the reporter. ‘And don’t forget, Blingman’s will be open late on Saturday for its Late-Night Easter Extravaganza.’

‘I WIN!’ shouted Mr and Mrs Smart, both at exactly the same time. The table they were leaning on had broken. They were in a heap on the floor.

Delilah didn’t notice. She was far too worried. Granny Grabbers’ headlamps were their most angry colour of all – bright lime green. She had finally let go of Delilah’s hand. She was standing very close to the television screen wringing all three pairs of her grabbers, beeping and muttering very softly.

‘Darling, you know I won,’ Mrs Smart was saying from somewhere behind the sofa. ‘You broke the table on purpose.’

‘I did not break the table,’ said Mr Smart. ‘I haven’t broken anything since I broke the washing machine last Tuesday when I was improving it …’

‘Granny Grabbers?’ whispered Delilah.

Granny Grabbers turned her headlamps towards her. Delilah swallowed. ‘Are you all right, Granny?’

‘Mr Smart has prepared toads-in-their-holes,’ said Granny Grabbers. ‘Child Unit go and have tea. Grabbers must have period of deep multi-thought.’

‘What is it?’ said Delilah, following her past her parents, still arguing on the floor, and out of the room. And down the hall.

‘Grabbers major shock,’ said Granny Grabbers. ‘If holey toad taste bad have something from fridge.’

‘Yes, yes.’ Delilah didn’t feel hungry, for toads or anything else. ‘But what’s wrong? Is it to do with that little robot? The one who looked like you?’

‘Grabbers must think now,’ said Granny Grabbers. ‘Child Unit will get news update at bedtime.’

She patted Delilah on her shoulder with a shaky grabber, opened the cupboard under the stairs and went inside among the brooms and buckets. The door closed behind her.

Delilah heard a click and a thud. This was the sound of the door at the back of the cupboard. The door to Granny Grabbers’ own secret and private room.

She thought she heard a burst of music, very muffled. That would be Granny Grabbers putting on her massive headphones so that she could listen to the sound that she found most relaxing in a crisis. The crashing and wailing of her favourite band – the Dentists of Doom.
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Delilah was feeling terrible. She tried to eat some of Mr Smart’s toad-in-the-hole but she wasn’t hungry. She kept thinking about the Sort-It Squad. How big were those robots? Two metres tall at least. And how big was the little one who was in all the trouble? She thought that he was a little bit smaller than she was herself. He was a little, round version of Granny Grabbers …

‘Are you enjoying my delicious gourmet amphibian recipe?’ asked Mr Smart, coming into the kitchen carrying a piece of the broken arm-wrestling table.

‘It’s got sixteen different herbs and spices. It’s the only toad-in-the-hole recipe that has fresh fig and garlic in the batter.’

Mr Smart had recently become very keen on cooking. He had bought a smoothie maker, a pasta maker and a bread maker. (Mrs Smart had suggested he try and buy a mess maker as well and then screamed with laughter and said that he didn’t need to because mess was the only thing that he could make himself.) He had three different aprons and a chef’s hat, all hanging on special hooks.

‘I’m not really hungry,’ said Delilah.

‘Your mother’s broken this table,’ said Mr Smart. ‘I’m going to get my tools from the garage.’

He swerved out through the utility room, knocking over a plant in a pot with the piece of table.

Delilah quickly opened the fridge. It was crammed with all sorts of ingredients for Mr Smart’s experimental recipes. However, there were some lunchboxes in a neat pile at the back. Granny Grabbers had put them there for her and they were all full of things she liked. She took the top one, closed the fridge and hurried outside, leaving the fig and garlic toad-in-thehole on the table.

A moment later and she was cosy in the shed. The lunchbox contained a hard-boiled egg, a fruit salad and a piece of Granny Grabbers’ grabber-made sticky chocolate cake with sticky chocolate icing. As usual, Granny Grabbers had put a joke in there too. A bit like the sort you get in Christmas crackers. Her jokes were always written on a scrap of paper in spiky grabberwriting and she had always invented them herself.

‘Why is there a dent in the shed?’ read Delilah out loud to Dr Doomy. ‘Because Dr Doomy is a gerbil and a gerbil is a rodent.’
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