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Part One
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Granny Grabbers arrived at the front door of Delilah Smart’s house on a sunny Monday morning in a large cardboard box. The postman didn’t know what was inside, he just knew that it was very heavy and it kept beeping to itself.

 Auntie Tillie was visiting at the time. She and Delilah went to the front door and Mrs Smart came rushing up the hall behind them.

 ‘Oh, thank goodness,’ said Mrs Smart. ‘It’s the childcare robot. It’s come to look after Delilah. Isn’t that wonderful?’

‘This comes with it,’ said the postman. ‘And could you sign here, please, on the dotted line.’

He gave Mrs Smart some bits of paper, and a book called Instructions for the Use of Your Childcare Robot from Happy Home Robotics.

 Delilah stared at the box. It had just started rocking from side to side.

 ‘It keeps doing it,’ whispered the postman. ‘We thought perhaps it was some sort of self-propelled pram.’

 The box definitely made a deep buzzing noise and then a beep.

‘With an alarm or hooter,’ he added.

 ‘Thank you so much,’ said Mrs Smart firmly. ‘That will be all.’ And she shooed the postman off down the path and locked the door behind him. Then she clapped her hands in excitement and began tearing open the top of the box as if ten birthdays had come at once.

 ‘What exactly is a childcare robot?’ asked Auntie Tillie.


‘A childcare robot is much more reliable than a human,’ said Mrs Smart breathlessly. ‘It will provide the perfect conditions for Delilah to develop and be very good at everything as soon as possible. Just like I was. You know how her father and I both love competitions. Well, we want her to enter the Worldwide Junior Extreme General Knowledge Competition in the summer. Plus the robot will do all the housework.’

 Auntie Tillie’s mouth fell open. Her kindly eyes went as round as cereal bowls.

 ‘All the other parents at the Big Brains Institute where we work have got one,’ continued Mrs Smart, ignoring her. ‘Some of them have got two. It feeds the child, washes its clothes—’

 ‘Delilah is not an “it”,’ said Auntie Tillie. ‘And a machine can’t look after a child.’

 ‘Don’t be silly, Tillie. Help me finish unpacking it.’
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Delilah stared at the childcare robot. It was made out of chunky grey metal and shaped like a barrel with a round head that tilted and swivelled, no neck, little wheels underneath and six long arms pointing in different directions with grabbers on the end. It had what looked like headlamps in the sort of place where humans have eyes. They had fringed lids that went up and down.

‘Hmm. I thought it would be slim and elegant, like me,’ said Mrs Smart. ‘It’s a bit round, isn’t it?’

 ‘There’s nothing wrong with being round,’ said Tillie, who was a bit round herself.

 She stared suspiciously at the robot. ‘And what are those?’ she added, pointing at the dark discs in the middle of the two headlamps.

‘Oh, for goodness’ sake, Tillie,’ snapped Mrs Smart. ‘Those are the optical detectors, like eyes. The auditory detectors are on the sides.’

 ‘You mean it can see me?’ said Delilah in a very small voice.

 ‘Yes, obviously it can. It can see and hear. It’s a highly sophisticated piece of robotic technology. We wouldn’t leave you in the care of just any machine, you know.’

 Delilah looked the robot straight in the optical detectors. The robot looked straight back at her. Suddenly its headlamps glowed pink. It began to roll slowly towards her across the spotless polished floor.

‘Aah!’ cried Delilah.

 Mrs Smart hadn’t noticed. She was reading the instruction book.

The robot was getting closer and closer.

‘What’s it doing?’ squeaked Delilah.

 Auntie Tillie sprang into action. She stepped bravely in front of the robot and tried to push it back as hard as she could. The robot was very heavy and she might as well have tried to stop a battleship; but it was stopping anyway. It rattled to a halt just in front of Delilah and made a soft beeping sound.

 Then it held out a grabber and put its head on one side.

Mrs Smart rustled through the instructions.

 ‘I think it must be programmed to shake hands,’ she said at last. ‘Seems a waste of time to me. It doesn’t talk. That would be expensive and unnecessary.’
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 Delilah swallowed. Very slowly, she held out her hand. She and the robot shook hand-to-grabber. The childcare robot blinked its headlamps.

 ‘It says here that most customers like to give their robot a name,’ said Mrs Smart. ‘“Because at first leaving your child in the care of a machine may seem a little cold.”’ She frowned. ‘Oh, I think that’s silly.’

‘Well, I don’t,’ said Auntie Tillie.

 Mrs Smart went on reading. ‘“Long fibres protect the headlamps and look like eyelashes … your robot is devoted to the care of your child and to doing the housework. The headlamps should be pink at all times. If they change colour this means that the robot is having Feelings and Ideas. Send it back to us at Happy Home Robotics at once. Feelings and Ideas lead to trouble. They also drain energy from household task circuits.”’

At that moment the robot spun round on its little wheels, banged into the wall and trundled off purposefully down the hall. Auntie Tillie and Delilah crept after it.

 The robot arrived at the bottom of the stairs. Surely these would be a challenge: after all, it was shaped like a barrel with little wheels underneath. Not ideal for climbing stairs.

 It rocked from side to side. Then it rose upwards, just a few centimetres. The little wheels lifted clear of the floor.

 ‘Oh my,’ said Auntie Tillie. ‘It’s got springs.’

 The robot was indeed now standing on a lot of springs. They were just visible underneath it. It began to bounce up and down, very slightly, beeping to itself. Then it shot up the stairs two at a time. The whole house seemed to shake. Delilah and Auntie Tillie gasped and clung on to each other.


 They heard the robot rattling and creaking from room to room above them. Then it appeared at the top of the stairs, looked down and beeped very quietly …

 ‘I think it’s scared’, whispered Delilah.


The robot closed its headlamps tight, clasped all of its grabbers together, swayed alarmingly — and launched itself off the top step.

Faster and faster.
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It was back at the bottom of the stairs.

‘Wow,’ said Delilah, much impressed.

But the robot hadn’t finished yet. It had brought a few things down from the bathroom. Whirring and buzzing with efficiency, it extended two grabbers holding hairbrushes and two more holding combs, and very quickly brushed and combed Delilah’s hair into a new and original style involving spiky bits in all directions. Finally and thrillingly it sprayed her with some of Mrs Smart’s very, very expensive perfume.

‘Thanks,’ said Delilah.

 She looked into the robot’s optical detectors. They turned a darker, rosier shade of pink, which was interesting because Mrs Smart had just said that if the robot’s headlamps ever changed colour it meant it was having feelings and ideas and should be sent back to Happy Home Robotics for reprogramming.

 ‘Do you think I should complain?’ asked Mrs Smart, coming down the hall with the instruction book. ‘I’ve found a spelling mistake in here.’


Auntie Tillie rolled her eyes at the robot.

The robot looked politely at the floor.

‘I think your electrical nanny needs a name,’ said Auntie Tillie. ‘You know what I’m going to call her? Granny Grabbers.’ She whispered into what she hoped was an auditory detector on the side of the robot’s head, ‘You look after our Delilah, sweetheart. Her mum and dad don’t have a clue.’ And she winked.

 Granny Grabbers’ headlamps flashed from polite pink to a wild and exciting red. Just for a moment. Then she winked back.
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The next morning it was time for Auntie Tillie to go home. She and Granny Grabbers were in the garden with Delilah. Delilah was sitting in a tree and Auntie Tillie had a deckchair. Granny Grabbers couldn’t sit because she didn’t bend in the middle, so she stayed standing up, with all three pairs of grabbers neatly clasped on her chest.

 Hercules, the big white cat from next door, came and sniffed Granny Grabbers’ wheels.

It was a lovely quiet moment in the sunshine.

Then Mr and Mrs Smart came bouncing out of the house. Mrs Smart was carrying the computer game that Tillie had given Delilah as a goodbye present and Mr Smart was carrying a very strange-looking teddy bear who was wearing glasses.

 ‘Look at this simply super Brain Building Bear we’ve got for you, Delilah,’ yelled Mrs Smart. ‘It’s much better than the computer game you gave her, Tillie. You must take that back. It isn’t educational.’

 Granny Grabbers’ headlamps flashed an angry lime green.

Delilah jumped down from the tree.

 ‘Isn’t she a bit big for another teddy bear?’ asked Auntie Tillie.

 ‘It’s a special sort of bear,’ said Mrs Smart, snatching the bear from Mr Smart and waving it about. ‘It’s called the Sir Isaac Newton Brain Building Alphabet Bear. Sir Isaac Newton was this incredibly famous scientist, Tillie. You won’t have heard of him.’

‘I most certainly have heard of him,’ muttered Auntie Tillie.

‘Squeeze his middle, Delilah,’ said Mr Smart. ‘It’s not difficult. When the man in the shop had shown me a couple of times I got the hang of it straight away.’
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Mrs Smart handed the bear to Delilah. He was big and solid, with short grey fur, a disapproving expression and large glasses with green plastic frames. She squeezed his tummy.

‘A is for artichoke,’ announced the bear solemnly, ‘arthropod and anchovy.’

‘Goodness me! That’s a bit complicated,’ exclaimed Auntie Tillie.

‘Don’t be silly, Tillie—’ began Mr Smart.

‘We want Delilah to start building her brain immediately,’ interrupted Mrs Smart. Then she added, in a much quieter voice, which only Mr Smart was supposed to hear, ‘What is an arthropod, darling? I seem to have forgotten.’

 ‘Arthropods are creatures with a hard outside,’ said Auntie Tillie casually. ‘Like crabs.’

 ‘And anchovies are little dogs that like pizza,’ said Mr Smart. ‘Everybody knows that.’

 Suddenly an unexpectedly loud and rude-sounding squelchy buzzing noise echoed all around the garden. Auntie Tillie looked at Granny Grabbers, who was staring innocently at a flowerbed.

 ‘Tillie, did you just blow a very rude raspberry?’ demanded Mrs Smart.

 ‘Certainly not,’ said Tillie. ‘It was probably just the cry of the lesser-spotted artichoke. I saw one fly past a couple of minutes ago.’
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So Delilah had a robot to look after her and a very good thing it was too.

 Mr and Mrs Smart rushed back to their important jobs at the Big Brains Institute. Every night when they came home, they rushed to the swimming pool and the Dinky Wrinkles Tanning Studios. At the weekends they worked out in their private gym.

They had entered Delilah in to the Worldwide Junior Extreme General Knowledge Competition. She tried to keep learning as many facts as possible. Mr and Mrs Smart quickly set up a special website called ourlittlesmartie.com to keep the world updated on her development. They put lots of photos of themselves on it.


 A few weeks after Granny Grabbers arrived, Mrs Smart invited the people from the local television news to come and meet the family. She rushed out and bought everyone new clothes. Then she told Granny Grabbers to go into the cupboard under the stairs and stay there. Delilah watched horrified as Granny Grabbers disappeared into the dust and the dark and the door was closed firmly behind her.

 As soon as the cameras arrived, Mr and Mrs Smart sat neatly on the sofa with Delilah squished in between them, hardly able to breathe.

 ‘Your website has attracted a lot of interest,’ said the lady from the local news programme. ‘Why do you think your daughter is so advanced for her age?’

 ‘She takes after me,’ began Mrs Smart. ‘I am incredibly intelligent and talented at lots of things.’

 ‘We met doing a pantomime with the Big Brains Institute Amateur Players,’ said Mr Smart quickly. ‘My wife was the back end of a horse.’


‘No, I wasn’t,’ said Mrs Smart.


 ‘Oh yes you were,’ said Mr Smart, smiling for the camera.

 ‘We were Cinderella’s sisters,’ continued Mrs Smart, leaning towards him and pushing him so that she was in the picture instead. (Delilah almost completely disappeared.)

 ‘The ugly ones?’ prompted the journalist helpfully.

 ‘He was very ugly,’ said Mrs Smart. ‘I was a little bit ugly, as the part requires, but in a beautiful way. Obviously.’

 

At last the television people went home and Mrs Smart texted all her friends to tell them about the interview.

 Then she remembered to open the door of the cupboard under the stairs.


  Granny Grabbers came hurtling out. She had been in there for two hours. She was covered in dust and she had a big cobweb dangling over her optical detectors. Her headlamps were extremely bright green. She was furious.

 But Mrs Smart had never noticed that Granny Grabbers’ headlamps changed colour and she didn’t notice now. Otherwise she would have followed the instruction book and sent her back to Happy Home Robotics because coloured headlamps meant Feelings and Ideas.

 Granny Grabbers barged into the living room. Delilah rushed up to her and kissed her on her nearest auditory detector.

Unfortunately, Mr Smart came striding in holding the newspaper and spoilt it all.

 ‘Look at this, Delilah,’ he said. And he held up the horrible headline.

BABBATUNDE BOY GENIUS

Mr Smart started reading the paper out loud. ‘Babbatunde is from the Island of Amania, a remote island off the west coast of Africa. He has been entered for the Worldwide Junior Extreme General Knowledge Competition this summer. He learnt to read when he was two,’ he informed everybody.


Delilah groaned.

 ‘He was almost as clever when he was two as I was when I was two,’ said Mr Smart.

  
 ‘I’m sure I could read when I was two, too,’ said Mrs Smart.

 ‘When you were too, too what?’ demanded Mr Smart.

 But Mrs Smart had stopped listening. She was checking her rather perfect profile in the shiny side of the toaster.

 


The next day, as soon as Mr and Mrs Smart had hurried off to the Big Brains Institute, Delilah started learning more general knowledge for the Worldwide Junior Extreme General Knowledge competition.

 ‘I’m going to be busy all day,’ she said wearily.

 Granny Grabbers went and fetched a bucket and spade that she had found in the garden shed and brought some mud indoors and piled it on the cosy rug in front of the fire. She made a mud castle with mud towers and mud ramparts and other muddy features and she decorated it with bits of Mrs Smart’s jewellery and some ornaments from the china cabinet. When it was finished, she and Sir Isaac Newton Bear sat in front of it and cooked crumpets on toasting forks.
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