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FREDDY AND LEOPOLD
The school yard was filled with laughing, chattering, hopping and running children but Freddy stood perfectly still, feeling as lonely as if he was on another planet. He wanted to join in the ball games that the others were playing, but he was too afraid to ask. You see, Freddy stuttered when he spoke. The children at his old school used to laugh at him because he took so long to get his words out. And the more they laughed at him, the more he stuttered.

Freddy didn’t want the children at his new school to know that he stuttered so he stood still and didn’t say a word. No-one wanted to play with Freddy and he was very, very lonely.

One day his teacher showed the class a hand puppet she had made. She put her hand into the heel of a sock and flicked the foot part to the back. It looked like a long hat. She moved her fingers and thumb together like a mouth, and made it look like it could talk.

‘We are going to make a hand puppet in art class tomorrow,’ she said. ‘Everyone will need to bring the materials from home.’

Freddy liked the idea. He could make his own friend and have someone to play with. After school he ran all the way home, his school bag hanging off his shoulders.

‘Mum, mum!’ he cried, totally out of breath. ‘I need an old s-s-s…’ But the more he tried to tell his mother what he needed, the more he stuttered. 

His mother wiped her hands on her apron and led Freddy to the kitchen chair.

‘Sit down and tell me again. Slowly,’ she said.

After a while he managed to tell her about the hand puppet. She scanned the list of materials.
‘I happen to have one of dad’s old socks that’s lost its mate,’ she said. ‘And I can give you buttons and wool from my sewing basket.’

The next afternoon Freddy arrived home from school waving his puppet on his hand.

‘His name’s Leopold,’ he said proudly.

‘He’s a fine looking fellow,’ laughed his mother. 

Leopold was bright green. His face had one yellow eye and one red one, and his sparse hair was made from strands of orange wool that bounced from side to side when Freddy moved the puppet up and down with his fingers.

‘Leopold,’ he said. ‘Say hello to mum.’

‘Hello, mum,’ said Leopold, in Freddy’s voice. ‘My friend Freddy made me today.’
‘Hello, Leopold,’ said mum. ‘Welcome.’

Freddy didn’t notice but he had said two whole sentences without stuttering once.

That night after mum had kissed Freddy goodnight and turned out the light, he slipped Leopold on to his hand.

‘Goodnight, Leopold,’ he said. ‘See you in the morning.’

Freddy turned over and shut his eyes. He was almost asleep when he felt his hand shaking from side to side and heard a voice in the darkness. He sat up in bed and turned on the bedside lamp. He blinked in disbelief. Leopold was still on Freddy’s hand but he was moving and talking all by himself.

‘At last,’ he said. ‘You sure are a hard person to wake up.’

‘You can speak by yourself,’ said Freddy.

‘Of course I can. I can do anything as long as I’m on your hand.’

‘Do you have legs?’ asked Freddy.

‘Sure do. Yours. Wherever you go, I go,’ replied Leopold. ‘Freddy, I need your help. I’ve lost my twin brother, Cassius. Last week we got separated. Will you help me find him?’

‘But where would we start to look?’ asked Freddy.

‘I can’t be sure, but I think Maisie knows where Cassius is.’

‘Maisie? Our cat?’

‘She was in the laundry last week and it was after that that Cassius went missing,’ said Leopold. ‘Let’s go and ask her.’

Freddy, with Leopold firmly set on his hand, crept downstairs to find Maisie. She was curled up on the living room carpet and didn’t appreciate being woken up. In fact, she was cranky.

‘What do you mean by waking me up? I need my beauty sleep, you know.’

‘You can talk!’ said Freddy, amazed.

Maisie gave Freddy a look of disdain and stretched, her claws protruding from her soft pads. They would have scratched Leopold if Freddy hadn’t jumped out of the way.
‘My friend, Leopold, and I are looking for his twin brother, Cassius,’ said Freddy, feeling a little bit silly talking to the cat. ‘He’s bright green, like Leopold. Have you seen him?’

‘Surrrrrre,’ said Maisie. ‘I found him under the clothes line and brought him inside. He tasted yummy.’

‘You…ate him?’ gulped Leopold.

Maisie sniggered. ‘No. There was a burrrrrrr stuck in him. I just made a big hole in his side.’

‘And then what did you do with him,’ shouted Leopold.

‘Why should I tell you?’ said Maisie. 

‘If you do,’ said Freddy. ‘I’ll give you an extra treat at breakfast tomorrow.’

Maisie looked like she had gone back to sleep, but she must have been contemplating the thought of the extra treat.

‘Well, alright then. I left him lying near the piano and when Freddy’s mother was sweeping the floor he got caught up in the broom and slid underneath.

Leopold gasped. ‘Freddy, let’s go. Cassius could be in trouble.’

Freddy and Leopold ran to the rumpus room where the piano was kept. The room was dark except for the silvery moonlight splashed over the walls creating a shadow behind the piano that looked like the wicked witch in one of Freddy’s story books. His heart pounded.

‘Leopold, I’m scared,’ he said.

‘Don’t worry Freddy. I have a plan,’ said Leopold. ‘If you put me behind the piano I’ll find Cassius and tomorrow morning you can ask your mother to get us out.’

‘But….there’s a witch….behind the piano.’

‘No, there isn’t. Freddy, if you do this for me I’ll grant you a wish.’
‘You can do that?’ said Freddy.

Leopold nodded.
‘Can I ask for anything?’

Leopold nodded again.

‘Can you stop me from stuttering?’

‘Done!’ said Leopold. ‘Now, let’s go.’

Freddy would do anything to stop stuttering. He took a deep breath and slowly crept towards the piano, Leopold leading the way. Suddenly Freddy had a horrible thought.

‘Leopold, if I drop you behind the piano, I’ll be left all on my own.’ He shivered. ‘How will I get back upstairs?’

‘Don’t worry. You are very brave, Freddy. You can do anything.’

He climbed on to the piano stool, stretched as far as he could and dropped Leopold behind the piano. A shimmer went through his body, like warm water running down his back at bath-time, and he wasn’t afraid; he felt strong and somehow, taller. He got down from the stool and hurried back upstairs to bed.
When Freddy opened his eyes the next morning he was unsure if what had happened was real or a dream. One thing was sure however, Leopold was missing.
‘You must have been having a dream,’ said Freddy’s mother when he told her about the adventure. ‘Leopold can’t talk, and neither can Maisie.’

‘Mum, please move the piano and have a look.’ begged Freddy.

He became so agitated that his mother did as he asked. She was surprised to find two bright green socks lying together, one with yellow and red buttons and one with a hole in its side. She picked them up and handed them to Freddy. They didn’t look like Leopold and Cassius anymore; they were just two limp socks, and he wondered if his wish would come true. 

That day at school, Freddy had a new courage and best of all, no stutter. He approached the children at play time and asked if they would allow him to join in their games, and they did. 
Freddy has never told anyone (apart from his mum) about his adventure with Leopold but he still has a pair of bright green socks, one with yellow and red buttons and one with a hole in its side, to remind him.
