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Giles Andreae is an award-winning children’s author who has written many bestselling picture books, including Giraffes Can’t Dance and Commotion in the Ocean.

 

He is also the creator of the phenomenally successful Purple Ronnie, Britain’s favourite stick man. Giles lives by the river near Oxford with his wife and four young children.
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“Lordy lorks, what are you doing?”

Mrs Bonkers glared at the round, wobbly bottom that was poking out of the cupboard under the stairs. She jabbed it with her finger, and heard a muffled yelp.

“Come out of there at once!” she said.

The bottom wiggled from side to side and then slowly reversed out of the cupboard. Finally the tousled head of William Benedict Bertwhistle Bonkers appeared. He blinked up at his mother and gave a nervous smile.

“Well?” she demanded.

William – or Billy, as he preferred to be called – told himself to think fast. Mrs Bonkers’ arms were folded and her right fluffy slipper was tapping on the floor. These were not good signs.

“I…er…well, you see…”

His brain obviously wasn’t getting the message about thinking fast.

“You can forget about the Christmas sweets,” said his mother. “You won’t find them this year.”

Billy was starting to worry that she was right. He had usually found them, snaffled some and hidden the wrappers by now. Where could Mrs Bonkers have hidden them? Their house wasn’t that big, and as far as he knew there were no secret passages.




[image: images]






Were there?

Billy looked at his mum’s frown and decided to look again later. Mrs Bonkers was under a bit of stress. Not only was half the Bonkers family staying with them for Christmas, but Mr Bonkers had invited all the neighbours to a fireworks party tomorrow night. She marched back into the kitchen, and there was a whiff of burnt mince pies as she closed the door.
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Billy sighed longingly. Most people prefer their mince pies to be golden brown. Not Billy. He liked them just the way Mrs Bonkers always made them – somewhere between charred and incinerated. His sister, Betty, poked her head around the sitting-room door.
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“Billy, come and help me put some more decorations up,” she said. “I’ve found a place where Dad hasn’t stashed fireworks.”

Billy shut the cupboard door and hurried into the sitting room. He and Betty loved Christmas.
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They always chose the biggest tree and the shiniest baubles. But this year it was difficult to find a place for the decorations among the towering piles of fireworks that Mr Bonkers had collected. Not to mention the fact that there was a Bonkers family member in every seat.

Billy wasn’t very good at remembering the names of relatives he hardly ever saw. So he had drawn himself a reminder picture, which he kept in his pocket, away from prying eyes.
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“This is going to be the best fireworks Christmas party this street has ever seen,” Mr Bonkers was saying. “Roger Rocket is going to be so jealous he’ll eat his own bow tie!”
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Cousin Wilberforce smoothed down his neat hair.

“I like bow ties,” he said. “Mr Rocket sounds like a very well-dressed man.”

Wilberforce’s mum, Patricia, gave a proud giggle.

“Wilberforce knows all about designer fashion,” she said. “He is always giving his classmates tips on how to dress better. If he wasn’t going to be a talented, famous singer, he would make a talented, famous fashion designer.”

“I’m going to enter Britain’s Super Singers next year and share my talent with the world,” said Wilberforce.
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There was a long silence while everyone thought about this. As he balanced on one leg between a box of crackling comets and a vase of extra-long sparklers to reach the Christmas tree, Billy tried to decide what was worse: Great Uncle Herbert’s farts, or the fact that he had to share his bedroom with Wilberforce.

“What a wonderful child,” said Mr Bonkers, clearing his throat.

Billy wasn’t a genius like Wilberforce, but he had a sneaky feeling that Mr Bonkers wasn’t quite as impressed as he sounded.

“I’ve almost got it all planned out,” Mr Bonkers went on. “I’m just working out how to set off the sky rockets in time with the music.”

“Nigel, dear, the local hardware shop has a special offer on hard hats,” said Mrs Bonkers, who had just walked in. “I might just pop down and pick up a few dozen for our guests.”

“Nonsense, balderdash and piffle,” said Mr Bonkers. “Perfectly safe. Fireworks of the century.”

Ever since Bonfire Night, the whole street had been talking about Mr Rocket’s amazing fireworks display. Mr Bonkers had talked about it a lot too. He had said things like, “Wasn’t that impressive,” “The street’s gone mad,” and “Could do better myself,” but no one else seemed to agree with him.
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Billy loved helping his dad with his latest plans, and this one sounded as if it was going to be brilliant. While he was looking at the fireworks plans, he forgot all about the Christmas sweets. But at bedtime, as he watched Wilberforce brush his hair and fold up his hanky, Billy’s stomach gnawed with longing. He hadn’t tasted a single sneaky marshmallow sparkle fudge whirl, and he felt that he might not make it to Christmas Day without one. He tried to take his mind off sweets by thinking about the mystery that was Wilberforce.
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Wilberforce had said “no thank you” to all mince pies and biscuits. He had shown immaculate table manners and filled up the dishwasher without being asked. He had played chess with his father and emptied the washing machine for Mrs Bonkers. Twice. Was it really possible that they were related?
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You probably know by now that Billy is very good at sleeping. An alarm clock strapped to each ear wouldn’t wake him in the middle of the night. So when his eyes flicked open at three a.m., he knew that something funny was going on. He listened for a moment. At first, everything seemed quiet. Then he heard it.


 

RUSTLE

 


It was very faint, but if there was one thing that Billy could hear from half a mile away…


 

RUSTLE RUSTLE

 


…it was the sound of someone opening a marshmallow sparkle fudge whirl.
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