Once Upon a Marigold
By Jean Ferris

Suggested Reading level: grades 4 – 8
Booktalk:
It’s a modern fairy tale with a bunch of clever twists. It’s a comedy in several acts. It’s a 

spoof, it’s a farce, an adventure story, a mystery or a love story, call it what you will. Above all it’s fun!  It takes place in a long ago far away kind of magical land, but has a jaunty, witty tone. Eighteen year old Christian, our hero, is a bright, independent boy. When he was only six years old he ran away from his parents and  persuaded a troll to let him live with him in his forest cave. Christian definitely does not like to do as he is told, nor does he care about fine clothes, fancy places to live, or learning manners. What he does care about are: the two huge dogs, Beelzebub and Hecate, inventing things, messing about in the woods with the occasional centaur, leprechaun, or elf, and the Princess Marigold, who lives in the castle across the river from his forest home. Oh, and he thinks Edric, his adopted troll father, is ok too. He’s constructed a telescope which is how he discovered the princess and her family. First he figured out how to communicate with her via P-mail (carrier pigeons). They find out they have much in common, and become the very best of friends. Now he’s got a job in the castle stables. Soon he discovers that there is a nefarious plot afoot to destroy the princess. What can he do to save her? Meanwhile, Princess Marigold is hardly a blushing wimp of a heroine. She loves Greek myths, bad jokes, and will stop at nothing to foil Queen Olympia’s schemes to get her married off to one awful suitor after another. Poor Marigold is the reluctant recipient of a fairy’s birth gift which enables her to know anyone’s feelings just by touching them. Is that why the queen NEVER touches her? It does look as though it is up to Christian to solve the puzzle and save the princess. But how on earth is he going to accomplish this when he gets thrown into the deepest dungeon by a miffed palace guard? 
Possible Activities: 

· Paint pictures of the multi-colored cave filled with gems, where Edric and Christian live.

· Create a model of Marigold’s castle, or of the whole kingdom, including the forest, cave and mythical inhabitants.

· Make colored “gem” crystals from salt or sugar or alum and string. Instructions in several different science books, including: Adventures with Rocks and Minerals, by Lloyd Barrow and Snowflakes, Sugar, and Salt, by Chu Maki.

· Edric is always mixing his metaphors. Talk about metaphors and how they work. Have the children make up some of their own mixed metaphors.

· Discuss the way Christian and Marigold get to know one another through letters, and have children exchange letters for a week or two, to see what they can learn about one another.

· Pose “what if” questions such as “What if Christian had been found by one of the other magical inhabitants of the forest as a little boy?  It could have been Hayes Centaur, King Swithbert’s game keeper, or Queen Mab the Tooth Fairy. How would that have changed the story?” or “What if Marigold had been adopted by a commoner instead of the King and Queen?”

· If you were writing a sequel to this book, how would you start it?

Snacks:

· Rock candy “gems”.
· A palace feast, pretzels fanned out as the tail of a cheese peacock, with an olive for the head. Serve with lemonade and for desert, honey tarts. Come dressed in royal finery, whatever you think you would like to wear if you were royalty.
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If you liked this book try: 
Ella Enchanted, by Gail Carson Levine 

Everything on a Waffle, by Polly Horvath 
Dragon Rider, by  Cornelia Funke
Juliet Dove, Queen of Love, by Bruce Coville 
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