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A GIRL OF MYSTERY SHOULDN’T BE USUAL. AND FRANKIE POTTS, NUMBER-ONE DETECTIVE IN TRING, IS ANYTHING BUT. SHE’S GOT FLAMING RED HAIR, A CRAZY GRANDMA CALLED FORMIDABLE MILDRED, AND A MYSTERY LIST THAT KEEPS GROWING.

Secrets are surrounding Frankie. With help from her detective side-kick Mac and her dog Sparkplug, it’s her job to unravel them.

My most crackers mystery list:

1. Where’s Marvellous M going to find more greyhounds to expand her troupe?

2. What does a parrot pooing on Mum’s head have to do with anything? What’s a cuddle-obsessed pig? And why, oh why, did Mum get chased around a field by an overweight donkey?

3. Who’s Gideon? Why did he send a postcard to my mum, call her ‘Dearest’, and put two kisses after his name? Does Dad know about this?!

Kaboom! Things are starting to get explosive in Frankie’s family. She had better start solving …
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One

The Dinner-Goes-Kaboom Mystery

MY NAME IS FRANKIE POTTS and I’m good at mysteries. I’m so good at mysteries that my dog Sparkplug became my dog in an avalanche of them, and then Mac became my best friend and detective sidekick in a mystery avalanche, too. There were boa constrictors, kangaroos and diamond-encrusted-bikini burglars, AND I nearly got my arch-enemy Ralph Peter-McGee’s cat (Bruno the Bruiser) arrested — pinkie swear.

This new set of mysteries started in the kitchen at Friday Night Family Dinner. Mac and I were sitting at the table with my family eating takeaway pizza when the dinner explosion happened.

“I have an announcement,” said my grandma, Marvellous M, from out of nowhere. Her green eyes flashed as she skewered each of us in turn with one of her Formidable Mildred stares.

“An announcement?” Mum looked up from the piece of pizza she’d been prodding and threw a glare in Marvellous M’s direction. “About time,” I thought I heard her mutter as she dropped her eyes back to her plate.

Mac leaned over and whispered in my ear. “This’ll be good.” He thinks my grandma’s crackers. (He’s right. She is.)

“Is now the best time, Mildred?” asked my dad, glancing towards Marvellous M at one end of the table, then over to Mum at the other. “We’ve got a guest, for one thing.” He nodded at Mac. “And Tania’s had a long day at the clinic.”

“I’m fine, Basil.” Mum pushed her plate away. “Stop fussing. The sooner we hear what this announcement is the better, I say.”

Under the table I felt a dog’s warm head slide onto my knee. It was Sparkplug, my best furry friend and detecting dog, wanting pizza. I slipped him a cheese-tastic slice — the others were too busy staring at each other to notice.

“Girls, heel.” Marvellous M stood up and clicked her fingers. Her miniature greyhounds — Tinkerbell, Tiramisu and Titania the Third — burst out from under the table. Tink’s tummy went waggle, waggle, waggle, in time with her trotting legs.

Marvellous M drew herself up. The bells on her headscarf jingled, and the silver bracelets stacked up her wrist slid together with a clank.

“I’m going to expand my greyhound troupe.” She clicked her fingers twice, then spun around on the spot. Her greyhounds quickly copied her.

“That’s your announcement? That you want to get more dogs?” Mum stood up. Her chair scraped over the floor with an ominous-sounding scrrrreeeeeeeeeee.

“Yes, expand.” Marvellous M didn’t seem to notice Mum’s face: it showed thunderous-rainclouds-approaching. MM grabbed Tiramisu’s paws and they began to waltz. “At least double the size. Maybe triple? It’s exciting times, you know.”

“Are you sure there isn’t something else you need to tell me?” said Mum. “Say, for instance, a long-held family secret that should have been revealed years ago? But wasn’t?”


Marvellous M kept twirling with Tiramisu. She’s not the best at listening.

“You know,” she said, in between spins, “if my expanded troupe is up to snuff, maybe I’ll perform professionally again? I was the bee’s knees, back in the day.”

That got me wondering if bees had good or bad knees. But then Mum exploded.

“You’re too much, Mother,” she snapped. “You’ve got to be joking, right?”

The room went silent. I forgot about bees and their knees, and started wondering instead about this family secret that Mum seemed so cross about.

“Joking?” Marvellous M dropped Tiramisu’s paws to fling dagger stares at Mum.

All eyes in the room darted from one scary lady to the other.

Mum smacked her hands down on the table, making plates and cups wobble about. “Yes, joking. This animal madness has mucked up enough of my life as it is. I’ve had enough of secrets. Enough of endless parades of dogs. Enough of parrots pooing on my head. Enough of being pursued around a field by a cuddle-obsessed pig and an overweight donkey. Enough, enough, enough!”


Then she turned green (I swear), slapped her hand over her mouth and ran off down the hallway. The bathroom door slammed shut behind her.

“Well, of all the cheek.” Now it was Marvellous M’s face that turned thunderous-rainclouds-approaching. “I believe that’s my cue to leave. Come on, girls. We know when we’re not wanted!” She stormed off, Titania the Third and Tiramisu trotting after her. Tinks glanced back at Sparkplug, then waddled away too.

Mac, Dad and I looked at each other. There was an awkward pause.

“Uhhh … more pizza, Mac?” Dad slid the box over the table towards us.

“With a side order of mysteries.” I smiled as I reached for a slice.

Mac grinned back and grabbed another piece, too.

I bet he was thinking the same thing I was. There were a whole lot of mysteries wrapped up in this dinner — the dinner that had gone kaboom.
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Brilliant. There’s nothing better than starting off the weekend with a bonkers list of mysteries.
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Two

The Postcard Mystery

THE NEXT DAY WAS SATURDAY. Sparkplug and I were hanging out with Mum while she was working at the Keep Your Feet Happy clinic. Dad was fossil hunting and Mac was at kung fu practice, and Mum had yelled “Absolutely not!” when I wondered aloud at breakfast about going dog training with Marvellous M. Then she had muttered something about an old trout. I’m still not sure what elderly fish have to do with anything.

Still, it did mean I could start investigating my second and third mysteries: why is Mum so cross at Marvellous M about a family secret, and when did Mum get pooed on by a parrot, cuddled by a pig and chased by an overweight donkey?

She was crashing about the office, slamming drawers and thumping foot-doctor equipment about. She’d just said goodbye to Mrs Crisp after fixing up her fallen arches.

“Mum …” I said. I wasn’t sure how to get started. It’s difficult when your mystery subject seems cross (make that very, very cross).

“Frankie.” Mum held up her hand. “A warning here. You’ve got that mystery-solving look about you. If it’s something you’ve imagined up after dinner last night, I suggest you stop right there. I’m not in the mood.”

Tarnations! Sometimes Mum’s more Formidable Mildred than Marvellous M is.

A subject change was needed.

“Shall I sort the mail?” I ventured.

“Yes,” Mum said, glaring at her computer. She started punching keys. “That’s a great idea. Alfred’s left the pile over there in the filing tray.”

Alfred is Mum’s business partner. He’s a foot doctor too. Both of them like fixing feet, but neither of them like sorting the Keep Your Feet Happy mail.

It was a particularly big pile.


“Bill, bill, bill,” I informed Sparkplug, who was helping (washing his paw). Then “A brochure about foot impression foam,” then “Oooo, a flyer about the Society of Chiropodists and Podiatrists’ Annual Conference.” Sparkplug quit his washing, lay down and put his paws over his head.

Then I saw a pig staring back at me from a postcard. Yes, a pig. It had black spots, floppy ears and a smile on its snout.

“Sparkplug, look.” I picked the card up and thrust it under his nose, then yanked it back to inspect it more closely.
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My mouth fell open.

“Are you done sorting, Frankie?” Mum shut one of the drawers with a slam, straightened up and sighed. She looked faintly green. “I think it’s time we closed up shop and headed home. I’m dog-tired.”

“Yep, all done.” I stuffed the naughty postcard in my pocket. It seemed like a clue, but it was the kind of clue that came with yet more mysteries. And worrying ones, at that.
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Three

The Extraordinaire Mystery

I MET UP WITH MAC that afternoon at Lake Quackmore. Floating on the water were three swans, two geese, five ducks and eight ducklings going peep, peep, peep.

“Check this out.” I thrust the postcard in Mac’s face. “I think this is the pig that tried to cuddle Mum.”

“The cuddle pig?” The porker smiled back at us with its twinkly eyes and whiskery face.

“Yes. The cuddle pig.”

Mac flipped the postcard over and studied the back. “Who’s Gideon?”

“I don’t know. But look at this.”


I pulled one of Dad’s magnifying glasses out of my pocket. “There’s a sign in the background. See.” I held the lens over a black-and-white blur. “On the barn behind the pig.”

“Gideon R. Best,” Mac read out slowly. “Animal … behaviourist … extraord-a-something?”

“Extraordinaire, I think.” I gave Sparkplug a rub between the ears. “Animal behaviourist extraordinaire.”

[image: image]


Mac flipped the postcard over and read the words again. “What’s an animal behaviourist extraordinaire?”

“Dunno.”

“And why’s he writing to your mum? With kisses.” He held the postcard out, squinting at it from a distance, then pulled a face and threw it down on the grass.

“That’s a good question, Mac. A good question.”

I was tapping my lips with my finger when a girl’s voice spoke up from behind us. “What’s a good question?”

Then a boy’s voice added, “Hey up, Frankie Potts. How you doing, Mac?”

The voices belonged to Mac’s older sister Fizz, and George Mahoney, the coolest cat of a skateboarder in town.

I was all set to tell them about the good question that would answer Fizz’s question, when Sparkplug started barking.

“Woof, woof, woof, woof, woof.”

He set off at a gallop towards a figure in red, who was swooshing across the green with a trail of dogs behind her. Marvellous M. Lake Quackmore was her favourite circus-training spot.


I craned my neck to check how many dogs she had. One, two, three … FOUR. Had she got more greyhounds already?

I squinted. But the extra dog was only Sparkplug, trotting back towards us next to Tinkerbell. I think those two might like each other.

The same way I think Fizz and George might like each other. Ewww.

“Oh, there’s your gran.” Fizz grinned at me. “Brilliant. I love helping her out with the dogs. George, did you know I can make those greyhounds do somersaults?”

Fizz was wearing a rainbow-coloured poncho. The colours clashed with her pink-streaked hair. (In a good way.)

“That poncho’s cool,” I said, reaching over to rub the fabric between my fingers.

“Oh, this thing? Auntie Philly crocheted it for me in prison.”

(Mac and Fizz’s Aunt Phyllis is a bikini burglar. In my last set of mysteries, we got her arrested and put in jail.)

Marvellous M saw us and saluted. “What ho,” she called out, which is one of her funny ways of saying hello. “Ah, Fizz. Just the ticket. You can help me teach the dogs to hoop-the-palooza.

It was my most famous trick for Franzen and Jensen’s circus. Just think how good it will be when I have double the number of greyhounds to hoop-the-palooza with me.”

“Where are you going to get them from?” The words tumbled out. I was itching to cross a mystery off my list. Any more than five and I start getting twitchy.

Marvellous M eyeballed me. “Never you mind. If I tell you, you’ll just tell your mum.”

“No I won’t.”

“Yes you will.”

“No, I … well, I guess I might.” I find it hard keeping secrets, sometimes.

Meanwhile, Fizz had been eyeballing Tinks. “Marvellous M,” she said. “What’s up with Tinkerbell? Don’t you think she’s been getting a bit porky lately?”
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Why do people keep bringing up pigs?

“She’s gently rounded,” said Marvellous M, her eyes going misty, “which is perfectly acceptable, given the circumstances.” Then she slapped a hand over her mouth.

“What circumstances?” I asked.

“Uh …”

Was Marvellous M lost for words?

“Hey, you might know,” said Mac to Marvellous M, just as I was about to swoop in with another question. “What’s an animal behaviourist extraordinaire?” He rolled the r’s so extraordinaire became extrrrrrrrrraordinairrrrre.

Marvellous M found her voice, but at the same time she got a Formidable Mildred look about her. “Who knows what an animal behaviourist might be?” she snapped. “But I know one thing. Anybody who calls themselves an extraordinaire is a nitwit. An unreliable, good-for-nothing nitwit.”

Off in the distance, I noticed Bruno the Bruiser stalking along the brick wall that borders the green.

He was carrying something rectangular in his mouth. Typical! He’s always nicking off with stuff (especially pink-coloured stuff).

But even seeing Ralph’s mystery cat — a mystery that I’d already solved back when we busted him for stealing — didn’t make me feel better. I sunk down on the grass next to Sparkplug. Maybe if I rearranged my mystery list it wouldn’t be so obvious that I hadn’t solved anything yet.
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Four

The Possibly-Maybe Solutions

WE HUNG OUT WITH Marvellous M while Tiramisu and Titania the Third hooped-the-palooza. Tinks lazed about on the grass with Sparkplug.

I kept trying to solve my mysteries. But Marvellous M was having none of it.

“Will you get your new greyhounds from a pet shop?”

“None of your business. You’ll just tell your mum.” Gran waved her arms. Tiramisu and Titania swirled and pranced about.

“From a dog breeder?”

“No.”
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“Steal them?”

“Never.”

I tried a different mystery.

“Did Tinks break into the pantry and gobble up all the dog biscuits?”

“No.”

Mac had a go. “Has she got bloat?”

“Never you mind.”

I tried my top two mysteries smooshed together.

“Is Tinks pregnant with Sparkplug’s babies?”

Marvellous M’s hands halted in mid-air. Tiramisu and Titania dodged past each other, avoiding a collision by a dog’s whisker.


“How … how … absurd,” she spluttered. “Of course not … Fizz, come here. It’s time you learnt how to do this.” Marvellous M yanked Fizz over.

I gave up on the dog mysteries, and tried to solve an older mystery: one that I sometimes think I’ll never solve. “Where’s your secret circus tattoo? Is it on your—”

“That’s enough, Frankie!” Marvellous M let go of Fizz’s hand. The dogs stopped leaping and sat down on their haunches. Marvellous M glared at me.

“Sometimes mysteries are mysterious for a reason. Because that’s just how they’re supposed to be.”
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We kids and Sparkplug got ready to leave not long after that. My notepad was safely stashed in my satchel, but when I patted my pockets for my postcard clue, my hands came out empty.

“Hey, Mac,” I said, thinking back, “you had the pig postcard last. Where’d you put it?”

“Ummm.” Mac looked about him. “Someplace … postcardy?”

I put my hands on my hips. “You’ve lost it, haven’t you? That was my only clue.”

“Hey, that’s not fair. You can’t lose something if it just vanishes. I threw it over there on the grass.” Mac pointed. “And now it’s gone.”

“Maybe that cuddle pig of yours came to take it back?” said Fizz, with a grin. She put her arm around my shoulder. “Never mind, Frankie. That postcard’s not going to help much when it comes to figuring out your gran. She’s one tough nut to crack.”

“Yeah.” I kicked a pebble. It bounced off ahead of us, down the path that wobbles across the green. “Guess I better start on the pig, parrot, donkey and Gideon R. Best mysteries first.”

My shoulders slumped. How was I supposed to start investigating Gideon R. Best? That mystery seemed as hard to solve as my missing-granddad one (Mum’s dad Rosco was an elephant trainer at Franzen and Jensen’s circus with Marvellous M, until he up and ran away on her. We still don’t know where he went).

“Gideon Best?” said George. “That guy’s amazing. I saw him on the internet. He trains animals for a living. You know, like when they get cats or other animals to do tricks in films or ads.”

“You know who he is?” I spun around. Sparkplug bumped into me. “Sorry, boy.” I gave his head a rub. He licked my hand with his long, pink tongue.


“Sort of, I guess,” said George. “He lives not far from here, actually. His website says his animal training place is near Giggleswick.”

“Giggleswick?” I did a skip. “How do I get there? Walk? Skateboard? Scooter? Skate?”

George shook his head. “Nah … more like take the bus. It’s in the middle of nowhere.”

“Oh.” That stopped my skipping. For some reason Mum and Dad think I’m too young to catch buses or trains by myself to middle-of-nowhere places.

Mac gave the rainbow-coloured poncho a tug. “You can take us on the bus, right, Fizz? Help Frankie solve her mystery?” I think he was trying to make up for the lost postcard.

“What’s in it for me?” Fizz tried to look disinterested, but I could see her eyes were smiling.

I tipped my head to the side. “I’ll buy you a bag of humbugs from Mrs Entwhistle’s Ye Olde Sweet Shoppe.” A bag of humbugs would be enough to make me catch a bus to Giggleswick.

Fizz eyed me up and down. “I’ll have the humbugs,” she said. “Plus,” she poked Mac in the shoulder, “you have to wash the dishes every night this week.”

“Only if you give me half of Frankie’s humbugs,” Mac said to Fizz. “Plus,” he poked me in the shoulder, “you make me your detective partner.”

I’m Tring’s number-one detective, and I want it to stay that way. And Mac had just lost my postcard!

But still … “Temporary partner,” I said, “until we solve the extraordinaire mystery.”
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“Done,” said Mac.

“Done,” said Fizz.

“Done,” I agreed.

We all shook hands.

“You guys are weird,” said George. But he was laughing.

As we wandered up to the humpback bridge, each of us bent down and picked up a handful of pebbles.

Mac threw his first pebble into the stream with a kersplash. “Hey, that sure was funny when you asked Marvellous M if Tinkerbell was pregnant with Sparkplug’s babies. Did you see the dogs nearly crash into each other?”

“Yeah.” George threw a pebble in too: kersplosh. “I thought that was a pretty good theory. Your gran was quick to change the subject.”

I dropped a stone into the water with a kersplish. “You think she was fibbing? So that I won’t tell on her?” I guess it’s possible. Mum would pop if she found out a batch of Sparkplug puppies were on the way. She’d think that I’d want to keep them. She’d be right, too.

I crouched down and rubbed Sparkplug’s silky ears. “Is it true, boy? You and Tinkerbell sure seem to like each other. Are you going to be a daddy?” I imagined a group of long and leggy puppies, with melting eyes like Tinkerbell, and Sparkplug’s clever grin. “You’d be ever such a good one.”

Sparkplug tipped his head to the side and grinned back at me. Was that a yes, or a no? Sometimes I wish I could talk woof.

Still, I did have some possibly-maybe solutions …
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That still leaves more mysteries than answers, though. Sigh.
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Five

The Tinkerplug and Sparkbell Mystery

WHEN I GOT HOME Mum was having a lie-down on the couch. Which was strange, because she never lies down. Usually, her day goes like this: busy being a foot doctor, busy running around, busy yelling at Dad for leaving fossils on the table, busy muttering about Marvellous M, or busy complaining about the dog hair that Sparkplug sprinkles around the house — for example.

“Did you have a nice time with Mac this afternoon?” Mum struggled up to a sitting position. She was pale with red-rimmed eyes.

“Yes.” Sparkplug and I curled up on the flowery couch, near her feet. “Mum, what’s a nitwit?”

“A nitwit?” She snorted, then lay back down with a sigh. “One could argue I’ve been one.”

“What?”

“Oh, Frankie, don’t mind me. I’m not feeling too well, so I’m talking nonsense. A nitwit is someone who’s foolish or silly.”

Dad wandered in. “How are you feeling, dear? Better, I hope. I got that pack of mints you wanted from the supermarket.” He held out a plastic bag.

Mum moaned, leapt off the couch, and ran in the direction of the bathroom.

“I guess she doesn’t fancy a mint, then.” Dad sat down next to me and Sparkplug. “Hope I don’t catch what she’s got. Seems like a nasty bug. Strange that she’s had it for a few days now. Perhaps we better make ourselves scarce tomorrow, Frankie, and leave her to it.”

Talk about perfect Giggleswick timing.

“Funny you should mention that,” I said. “Fizz and Mac asked if I wanted to go to Giggleswick with them tomorrow. On the bus.”

“Giggleswick? Why there, of all places?” He examined me closely, like I was one of the fossils he stares at under his microscope.


My brain thought about telling the truth. Then it thought about not telling the truth.

Not-truth won.

“It’s for a school project Fizz is doing. History. She said she could do with the company.”

“It’s not because you’ve imagined up a mystery that you’re busy trying to solve?”

“Huh, as if. I’d sure pick somewhere better than Giggleswick if that was the case.” My second not-truth in two sentences. Whoops.

Dad stroked his whiskery chin (every now and then he tries to grow a beard, until Mum tells him off for getting too hairy).

“Well, I guess that’s okay. If Fizz is taking you. She’s a sensible girl — even if her hair likes to pretend otherwise. Just stick to the main part of town, okay?”

I shrugged. “Sure.” As long as this Gideon guy lives in the main part of town, I thought. “Hey, Dad, do you think Mum’s been acting weird, lately?”

“Well, she’s been feeling unwell …”

“No, I mean the way she was at dinner the other night. With Marvellous M. You know, the big fight they had about getting more greyhounds. And then Mum said all that strange stuff about secrets, and about pigs trying to cuddle her.”


“Um, no, I didn’t notice anything.” Dad stood up. “Well, not exactly. Ah, now, I think I’ll go wash my hands … just to be on the safe side. You can never be too careful when it comes to germs.” He rushed off, supposedly in search of soap and water.

Dad’s bad at being around ill people (Marvellous M says it’s because he’s a hypo-something-ac). But I don’t think it was germs that had him leaping off the couch like that. No, I think it’s because he knows what’s going on with Mum and her mysteries — and she’s told him not to tell me.

Fine, I thought, as I pulled out my notepad, I’ll figure it out myself.

I considered updating my list, but ended up drawing pictures instead. I drew puppies, a parrot, a pig, and some germs chasing Dad out of the room. I was about to draw a donkey when Sparkplug batted the pencil out of my hand with his paw.

“You naughty boy.” I jumped off the couch.

Sparkplug jumped up, too, and struck his dancing pose. We waltzed around the room together, until I fell over laughing and Sparkplug slurp-attacked me with one-thousand-and-four wet licks.

“You’ll be such a good daddy,” I told him. “That is, if you are going to be one. I do hope it’s true.” I wrapped my arms around his warm body, and he licked me for the one-thousand-and-fifth time.
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Six

The Giggleswick Mystery

MAC, FIZZ AND I had fun on the bus ride to Giggleswick, making up names for Sparkplug’s possible-puppies-to-be (I went with a lolly theme: Bon Bon, Janglebunt, Humbug, Pear Drop …). Then, before we knew it, the bus pulled up in teeny, tiny Giggleswick. There was a straggly line of cottages, a corner shop and a pub called The Giggling Inn. We hopped off, waving goodbye to the driver.

“Follow me,” said Fizz, sounding almost Formidable-Mildred-like. “I worked out where to go last night.” She swooshed off ahead of us down the street, her rainbow-coloured poncho swaying in the breeze, pink-streaked hair flying out behind her.

Ten minutes later, we were standing in front of a gravel driveway, green paddocks either side. A spotty pig was snuffling about in one of them. I couldn’t see any sign of a donkey. But on the barn behind the pig paddock, there was a white sign with black writing on it.
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“Gideon R. Best,” I read out. “Animal behaviourist extraordinaire.” Fizz high-fived me. Found him.

Mac was gazing at the pig. “Is that the porker from the postcard?”

“Yeah, I reckon.” I strode off towards the cottage at the end of the driveway, pretending I was as cool as a cucumber (although Mum’s cucumber salad looks like toxic green sludge), but my heart was going thump, thump, thump. I think my thumping heart was wondering: who is this Gideon R. Best person, really? Why did he send a postcard with two kisses on it to my mum? Does my dad know about him? For once, I didn’t have the foggiest clue what I was going to find.

The front door of the cottage was one of those funny ones that’s cut in half, so the top can swing open while the bottom stays shut.

Knock, knock, knock.

No response. I tried again.

Knock, knock, knock.

“Goodbye,” came a screech from inside.

I leaned forwards to yell through the keyhole. “Um, don’t you mean hello?”

The voice screeched back. “Goodbye.”

“Maybe this isn’t such a good idea.” Mac began to back away. “What if this Gideon guy’s a nutter?”

“Nutter, nutter, pigs in butter,” the voice sang out. Then: “I’m the best little bird in the whole wide world. Goodbye.”

I smacked my hand to my forehead. “Of course. The parrot! It must be the bird that’s talking.”

The top of the door swung open. “Of course it’s the parrot talking.” A man with cheerful blue eyes and more wrinkles than Marvellous M smiled out at us. He leaned his arm on the half-open door. His white moustache curled up at the ends, gleaming bright in the sun. “Although I must admit some people do think I’m a nutter, putting up with all these cheeky animals of mine.”
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A bird swooped down and perched next to him. “Good afternoon,” it said — even though it was morning — bobbing its grey head up and down and puffing out its feathers. The man reached over and scritched the back of its neck. That made the parrot let out a high-pitched wolf whistle.

“What can I do for you?” said the man, who I guess had to be Gideon R. Best. “Are you fans? You must be, if you know about Firefly here. Did you see the latest clip I posted? He’s such a clever boy.” Gideon held his hand up. The parrot stepped up, tipped itself over and hung off Gideon’s fingers by its claws. It had beautiful red tail feathers.

“Fans …? Oh, yes. Yes. We’re fans.” I nodded at Mac and Fizz. “Big fans, aren’t we? Of Firefly. And your pig, too. Plus the donkey.”

Mac and Fizz nodded, eyes glued to the talking parrot as it dangled from Gideon’s fingers, swinging back and forth and muttering to itself. “Goodbye, clever boy, goodbye.”

Gideon pushed open the bottom half of the door. “Would you like to meet Mimi and Xander? The pig and the donkey, of course. But you must know that, being fans of ours. They love visitors. So do I, for that matter. Mimi’s in the paddock out the front. Xander’s out the back, keeping the grass down. Donkey or pig first? Of course, I’ll introduce you to some of my other animals along the way.”

“Ah, donkey first, please.”

“Right you are. Follow me.” Gideon waved us inside. We trailed after him down the narrow hall.

“There’s Fred,” he said, pointing at a chocolate-brown cat with golden eyes who was curled on top of a bookshelf. “He’s one of my top stars.” Gideon whispered to us from behind his hand. “He knows it, too.”


The cat blinked at us and yawned.

“Meooowww,” sang Firefly. He stretched out his neck to inspect Fred, but the cat ignored him.

I noticed a black-and-white photo in a golden frame on the wall behind Fred’s head. It was a picture of an elephant, its trunk held up high in the air as if it was trumpeting. My left ear started to itch. Uh-oh, I thought. It does that when my mysteries are multiplying.

We followed Gideon into the kitchen. A tufty-eared rabbit hopped out from underneath the table.

“This here’s Puck.” Gideon bent down to fondle the rabbit’s head. “She’s a character, this one. Loves hanging out with Mimi. Who knew a pig and a rabbit would become such fast friends?”

Puck carried on hopping, down the hall and through a door. Firefly made a sound like a toilet flushing.

“Yes, yes, you cheeky bird,” said Gideon, rubbing his beak. “Puck’s going to the toilet.”

“Your rabbit uses the toilet?” Mac’s face screwed up.

“Yes, of course. Toilet training makes life much easier. Less mess for me to clean up.”

That made me think of Mum and the pooing parrot. “I guess you can’t toilet train a bird, though?”


Gideon glanced at Firefly, who was still making flushing noises. “Oh, this bad boy is toilet trained. But sometimes he gets jealous and deliberately lets one fly.” Gideon shook his head. “Such a shame, the last time it happened. Talk about bad timing … oh well, let’s press on.”
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He swung open the back door. “There’s loads more to see. I’ve got rodents, reptiles, fish and amphibians. But there’s something extra special about a donkey, don’t you think? Xander. Here, boy.”

Gideon waved an arm in the air, and I saw something peep out from under the cuff of his short-sleeved shirt. It was black curly writing with a picture underneath. Was it a tattoo?

Before I could say anything, a donkey’s head — with a dove perched on top of it — popped up from behind a rose bush.

“Heehaw,” Firefly called out.

“Heehawwwww,” Xander the donkey answered back.

Gideon smiled. “That’s Pluto the dove, perched on Xander’s head there. I taught them that trick ten days ago. They just won’t give it up.”

Gideon took a step towards Xander, then turned back to us. “Now, before we go and say hello, none of you have got any mints on you, do you? Xander loves them. There was a bit of bother recently. He got excited and chased an unexpected guest of mine around the flower beds. I didn’t realise she had mints in her pocket, or I would have warned her! And then there was that unfortunate business with Mimi, afterwards. That pig loves a cuddle, especially when she’s been mud wallowing.” He cleared his throat, the smile dying away. “Oh dear. I do so hope she — that is to say — my daughter … forgives me.” He twiddled the ends of his moustache, a serious look on his face.

Firefly landed on Gideon’s shoulder and nuzzled his ear. “Firefly loves you,” the parrot said. “Firefly loves his Gideon Rosco Best.”

My eyes bugged out of my head, and I could feel my brain exploding. Gideon Rosco Best?


Gideon Rosco Best, who has:
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“You’re my granddad.” The words popped out of my mouth before my brain could stop them. It was too late to work out a better way to break the news.

“You’re Frankie?” Gideon spun around.

Firefly glared at me, tipped himself upside down and blew a raspberry.

“Well,” said Fizz, putting her hands on her hips. “I don’t think any of us were expecting that.”

She was right, too.
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Seven

The Swirling Mystery Mess

“IN TIMES OF SHOCK there’s nothing better than a biscuit. At least, that’s what I find.” Gideon had his head stuck in the pantry. We’d trooped back inside to recover.

The donkey trotted in after us, with Pluto still perched between his pointy ears. Maybe they wanted biscuits, too?

Gideon tut-tutted as Xander sidled up and poked his nose in the pantry. “Don’t think you’ll get treats by peering over my shoulder and looking sweet. You’re on a diet.”

If a donkey could say a naughty word, I’m sure Xander did right then. He pulled back his lips and snorted, then clip-clopped over to the table where we kids were sitting.

“Are you sure it’s safe to have a donkey in the kitchen?” Mac was eyeing up Xander’s teeth: wonky, yellowish, long.

“Oh, yes. Xander thinks he’s a dog. We watch TV together in the evenings. He loves an animal documentary, that donkey.” Gideon must have found what he was looking for. “Ah, there you are, biscuits. Oh, and there you are.”

He emerged from the pantry with a packet of biscuits (chocolate-covered; bing bing!) and a green lizard draped over his shoulder.

“Woah,” said Fizz. “What’s that?” It was long and fearsome-looking, with spikes marching down its back.
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“Meet Mildred.” Gideon gave the creature’s tail a pat. “I’m forever finding her in odd places. Just yesterday I found her in the bathtub.”

“Mildred?” My mouth fell open. “You named your scary-looking lizard Mildred?” That’s Marvellous M’s first name.

Gideon nodded. “Yes. It’s rather apt, don’t you think? A thick-skinned, cold-blooded and spiky creature.” He sat down at the table and sighed. “Yet gloriously formidable with it.”

I jumped up. “How can you say all that mean stuff about Marvellous M when you upped and ran away from her? And my mum?”

His eyes went wide. “Didn’t your mother tell you? I didn’t know Tania existed. Not until a few weeks ago, when she turned up on my doorstep. Imagine my shock when I discovered — after all these years — that I had a daughter.” His hands clenched into fists.

“You mean …” I started, then stopped. My brain whirred and clanked as it tried to piece things together.

“I mean,” said Gideon, rushing to explain, “that your grandmother never told me we were expecting a child.”


I sank back into my seat.

“I did run off on her, mind,” said Gideon. “That much is true. We’d had one of our fights. She asked me if I’d like to have children someday. I told her I’d prefer training a troupe of colossal squid! Humans are so unruly, and I do find babies …” he wrinkled up his nose, “well … sticky. Then she said some rather mean things to me, and I’m afraid I said some rather mean things back. I stormed off in a huff after she called me a ‘good-for-nothing, unreliable nitwit extraordinaire’.”

“Extraordinaire?”

“It was my stage name, you know: Rosco the Elephant Trainer Extraordinaire.” He waved his hands in the air, as if to show his name up in lights. Then he slumped over the table, pushed the packet of biscuits into the middle, and heaved out a sigh. “It all seems so silly now, looking back.”

“Wow,” said Mac. “You know what this means, Frankie?”

I shook my head. All my words had been zapped away. This must be the family secret Mum kept going on about. No wonder she was cross with MM.

Mac poked me in the shoulder. “Marvellous M can’t ever tell you off for telling a porkie again. Because she told a giant porkie. On top of an even bigger one.”

I guess she did. She lied once when she told Mum that her dad was a runaway sailor, instead of a runaway elephant trainer, and now she’d lied twice — because she never even told that runaway elephant trainer about my mum.

Gideon shook his head. “I did go back to the circus, not long after, to see if she’d take me back. That’s how things usually worked with us. But this time she’d gone. Vanished. Quick as a flash.” He snapped his fingers. “Now I know why. Pride and stubbornness were always her greatest character flaws. You know, I should be tremendously angry with her.” His shoulders sagged. “But all I feel is sad. So sad about all those wasted years.”

Firefly crashed onto the table. He tipped his head to the side, peered at Gideon out of one eye, then whispered (I think): “Pumpernickel-sauerkraut-collywobbles.”

Fizz snorted. “What did he say?”

Gideon smiled, although his eyes stayed sad at the corners. “Oh, just some nonsense I taught him the other day. We’re working on ‘Potamus-otamus-hippo-whatamus’ next.” He scratched Firefly’s neck with one hand and stroked the lizard’s tail with the other. “These animals have brought me such cheer all these long years.”

My fingers had been creeping towards the biscuits, but just then Gideon leaned forwards and put his hand over mine. “And how lucky I am, now, to discover I have a daughter and a granddaughter, too.” His smile got bigger. “I’m so glad Tania tracked me down. I’m assuming you’re here because she told you about me. Did she say if she’d like to see me again? I do hope so. Our first visit didn’t go so well, thanks to the animal glitches.” He tapped Firefly on the beak.

Then Gideon reached into his pocket. “But she left me this, and said she’d be in touch.” He slid one of Mum’s Keep Your Feet Happy business cards over the table. “I sent her a postcard just last week. I was hoping she’d call back, once she got it.”

My missing postcard!

“Well …” I began, not entirely sure what to say. I’d solved one Mum mystery:
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But I’d ended up with a new one:
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Mac grinned at me. “You should invite Gideon along to Friday Night Family Dinner. Imagine that.” He must have been thinking of the last one, when Mum and Marvellous M had that stand-up fight about the greyhounds.

My granddad sat up straighter. “Oh, I would love that, Frankie. I’d give anything to see your mother again.”

Xander (with Pluto still onboard) poked his head over my shoulder and eyed up the biscuits. It’s hard to think straight with a donkey and a dove in your face, and a lizard named after your lying grandmother observing you through half-open eyes.

“I guess so …” my mouth said, just as my brain yelled: that’s a terrible idea.

Gideon beamed. “It’s settled. Friday Night Family Dinner with you and your mother and your father. I’m looking forward to meeting Basil. Tania said he’s a palaeontologist. How intriguing. Name the place. And the time. I’ll be there.”

He was so sweet, this new grandfather of mine. How could you not love him, and his army of amazing animals? In a rush I knew that I wanted to keep them in my life. No matter what.

“We’re at 42 Ebbsfleet Road, Tring.” The words shot out of my mouth. “Come at six. Don’t be late.”

“Can I bring anything?” Gideon asked, as he scribbled down the address. “A salad? Bottle of wine? One of my exotic animals for you to keep and train up as your very own?”

“Yeah, sounds good,” I said, staring off into the distance. I was already wondering how I’d break the news to Mum and Marvellous M. Should I tell them, not tell them, or half-tell them? Hmmmmm.

Then I wondered if I should tell Gideon that Marvellous M would be joining us at dinner (assuming she’s made up with Mum by then). That’s a hmmmmm too.

“Can I come too, Frankie?” That was Mac, of course. I bet he thinks there’ll be fireworks. He could be right, too (the people-exploding-at-each-other kind, that is, not the bundles-of-explosives-going-bang-in-the-air).


“Yeah, sure.”

My hand snuck out and snaffled a biscuit — I needed brain food. I’d lost my mystery list, thanks to the donkey chomping up my notepad earlier. But that was okay, because my swirling mess of mysteries had boiled itself down to just three.
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Eight

The Twitchy Tummy Mysteries

GIDEON WALKED US BACK to the bus stop, along with Firefly, Xander, Pluto and Mildred. As the bus pulled away, hands, hoofs, claws and talons waved us goodbye.

“Wow, he’s one cool granddad,” said Fizz. The three of us were sitting in a row on the back seat. Fizz examined me sideways. “How are you going to break the news to your mum and gran about Gideon coming to dinner? And how are you going to get Marvellous M to admit that Tinks is pregnant with Sparkplug’s babies? She’s a tough cookie, that lady.” Fizz smoothed down her pink-streaked hair and adjusted her nose ring. “Just like I intend to be.”

“Dunno,” I said.

I didn’t, either.
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I still didn’t know the next day, or the day after. Or on Wednesday, either.

“Frankie,” said Ms Meaching during class. I was staring out the window imagining my grandma’s face when she saw that Gideon, her not-so-runaway Rosco, had returned. “You’ve been in a dream all week long.” She leaned over my shoulder. “We’re doing fractions, thank you, not art class. Although I do like your drawing — that’s a very realistic donkey.” She squinted. “Why does it have a bird on its head?”

Mac, sitting one desk over, chuckled.

Ralph Peter-McGee, my nemesis (best-ever word for an evil person, right?) sniggered. “Because she’s a weirdo,” he said.

Ms Meaching straightened up. “Ralph, be nice or go outside.”

I love my teacher.
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Ralph must have decided to save up not-being-nice for after class. As soon as the bell rang and we headed outside, he grabbed me, shoved me up against the fence and waved something in my face.

“Fight, fight!” called out Sam Jones. In a tiny second (so tiny it was tinier than the most infinitesimal thing you can think of) there was a circle of kids around us.

“Try picking on someone your own size!” Mac went into a kung-fu crouch, all set to rescue me. But then Ralph’s evil henchmen — Neil Porter, Albert Bottle and Adam Braithwaite — managed to get him pinned by the arms.

“As if I’d bother fighting her,” sneered Ralph, loud enough for all the watching kids to hear. “I’m just giving Cranky Potts her postcard back. That’s all.” He stuck his freckled face into mine, and held up Mum’s postcard from Gideon.

I gasped. Ralph had my missing postcard? How? When? Why?

Then my brain binged. Because Ralph’s ginger freckles reminded me of his ginger-coloured tomcat, Bruno the Bruiser. I had a vision of that cat, stalking along the brick wall at the green with something square in his mouth — right after my postcard went missing. Bruno likes stealing pink things. Pink things … pink things like postcards with pictures of pink pigs on the front.

I lunged for the card.

Ralph lifted it higher. “Yes, I’m just returning a postcard sent to Frankie’s mum. By her secret loveeeeer.” He made kissy-kissy noises, then started reading out Gideon’s message in a lovey-dovey voice. “Dearest Tania … I do think we should give it another try, don’t you? Gideon. Kiss, kiss.” He turned to the watching circle of kids. “Frankie’s mum’s having an affair. What a loser.”

Elspeth Harper gasped.

If Ralph wasn’t pinning me against the silly wall, I would have reached out and yanked her long blonde plaits. But top girl detectives keep cool in a crisis.

“That’s rubbish, Ralph,” I said, as loud as I could. “As rubbish as your brain is. For the record, Mum’s not having an affair. Gideon’s my granddad, you lame-o. Check him out on the internet. Gideon R. Best, animal trainer extraordinaire.”

I stuck out my neck, peering around the side of his hulk-sized body, and eyeballed the crowd. “Ralph’s jealous because he doesn’t have a dog as cool as Sparkplug, or a granddad as amazing as mine. Speaking of Sparkplug—” I stopped and gave a long, low whistle. “He’s waiting for me under the hedge. But now that I’ve whistled, he’ll be coming through the school gates any second. Do you remember when he bit you on the bottom, Ralph?” I glared up at him. “You cried like a baby and couldn’t sit down for a week.”

Ralph’s hands flew to his right butt cheek. I snatched the postcard off him. Ha!

“Aaaooooo,” called out Sparkplug, right on time, as he bounded towards us across the schoolyard.

My clever dog scooted up the wobbly plank into the wooden fort, spun around three times on the top, then slid down the yellow slide on his bottom, tail wagging all the while.

“Ooooo,” said the crowd.

“That dog sure has style,” said Cecily Mahoney, George’s little sister.

“Just you wait, Cranky. I’ll get you next time,” hissed Ralph. He skulked off, still clasping his bottom, with the evil henchmen in tow.

The crowd melted away.


“Yes!” Mac and I yelled out as we high-fived. Sparkplug ran up and joined in the high-fiving too. Then I picked up his paws and we waltzed in a circle to celebrate.

“Take that, silly old Ralph Stinky-McGee,” I sang as we danced.
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I was feeling so good about Ralph running off like a scared baby that I decided to give the Tinkerbell mystery a crack after school.

“Marvellous M, is Tinks pregnant with Sparkplug’s babies?” I said in a rush. I was at the green watching her put the troupe through their paces. Tiramisu and Titania the Third were hooping-the-palooza, while Sparkplug and Tinks lay about on the grass canoodling.
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“What an impertinent question, Francesca.” Marvellous M carried on waving her arms, making the dogs swirl and leap about. “Don’t think I’ll be answering it. Or telling you where my secret tattoo is, either.”

Dang it.

“Are you coming to dinner Friday?” I was sort of hoping she wouldn’t be. I wasn’t sure what she’d do when Gideon turned up.

The bells on Marvellous M’s head scarf jangled as she drew herself up. “Luckily for your mother, I’m not one to hold grudges.”

I only just managed to hold in a snort.

“So I’ll see you on Friday at dinner, Frankie, as per usual. Tell your mother I fancy one of those delicious caramel-sauce puddings she makes. I’ll consider it her apology for being so rude to me last week.”
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Usually I don’t bother being nervous. It makes your insides feel twitchy, and I prefer mine the opposite of that. But on Friday — Family Dinner day — nervousness decided that it was my new best friend.

“What if the shock of seeing Gideon after all this time makes Marvellous M spontaneously combust?” I said to Mac as we walked home after school.

“I don’t think she’s going to burst into flames when she sees him, Frankie. She might yell at you, though.” He shrugged.

“What if Mum grounds me for five years for solving mysteries she told me to leave alone?”

“Seems unlikely. More like a week, I reckon. That’s not so bad.”

I paused.

“What if Gideon gets cross that Marvellous M’s there? He thinks he’s coming to dinner with just me, you and my parents, you know.”

Mac elbowed me. “What’s the point of worrying? Seems to me like your whole family’s been hiding stuff from each other. You’re just making sure all the hiddenness comes out.”

I guess he had a point.

I told my twitchy tummy that I wasn’t going to be friends with nervousness anymore. It didn’t seem convinced, though, because the twitches kept twitching.
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Nine

The Missed Mystery

MARVELLOUS M ARRIVED at our house at five thirty sharp.

After a stiff-sounding “Hello” from Marvellous M, and a snippy “Hello, Mother” from Mum, we ended up in the kitchen, the dogs lolling about on the floor as usual.

My twitchy tummy had turned into a tsunami. Tsunami tummies are ten times worse than twitchy ones. Think rain clouds, gales and lightning. I don’t recommend them.

“Mac,” I said under my breath, “this was a terrible idea. I think I should sneak outside and stop Gideon before he gets to the front door. I’ll tell him dinner’s been cancelled.”

Mac was about to whisper back when Mum cleared her throat — aarrrhrrrmm — and started talking.

“Mum,” she said to Marvellous M, who was still standing there, stony-faced. “I’m … sorry about dinner last week. I’ve not been feeling the best. I didn’t mean to, well, lose it like that. Yelling at each other isn’t a good way of resolving problems.”

Marvellous M sniffed. “Thank you, Tania.”

There was a long pause.

Dad cleared his throat.

Mum began to look thunderous.

“Stop eyeballing me like that, Tania,” Marvellous M snapped. “Fine. I’ll say it. I’m sorry, too. It was … impolite … of me to yell.”

Mum blew out the air she’d been holding in. “Thank you.”

The two of them paused again, staring at each other and shifting from foot to foot. Then there was a rush of words as three of us started talking at once.

“I’ve got something I need to tell you all …” I said.

“There’s something I need to tell you, Tania …” Marvellous M said.

“There’s something you need to tell me, Mum, and some news I need to tell, well, everyone …” Mum said.

The rush of words stopped and three mouths fell open in surprise. Dad’s eyebrows shot up.

Mac grinned. He reckons we should sell tickets to my family dinners.

Knock, knock, knock.

Uh-oh, went my insides. Gideon must have got here early.

All heads swung towards the front door. The dogs raced down the hall, barking.

“Talk about bad timing,” Mum said with a sigh. “Just when it sounded like some of us were finally ready to confess.” She threw a meaningful glare at Marvellous M, then turned her gaze on me.

“Are we expecting someone?” Dad stood up.

“No.” Mum rubbed her forehead. “It must be a salesperson. Go shoo them off?”

Dad’s footsteps disappeared down the hall. “Pack it in, you noisy brutes,” he yelled at the dogs. They went quiet.

Then there was the murmuring of voices.

I slunk behind the table, positioning myself as close as possible to the back door: top detectives should always have an escape route in times of trouble. And this was a troubled time, because Mum and Marvellous M were about to find out who I’d invited to dinner.

Dad was back and hovering in the doorway. “Ahh, Tania dear, it’s not a salesperson. It’s a man with a chinchilla. And a parrot. He says the chinchilla’s for Frankie.” He threw a suspicious look my way. “I think it’s … the cuddle pig man.”

A commotion thundered down the hall. Dad heard it coming and jumped out of the way. It was the dogs, with Gideon swept along in their midst. He was holding a grey fluffy thing in the crook of one arm, and a green bottle in the other. Firefly bounced about on his shoulder.
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The dogs came to a quivering stop in the middle of the room, Gideon trapped between them.

“Apologies. I did mean to wait by the front door.” He leaned over the dogs to plonk the bottle and the grey thing down on the table. “But I got carried away by these beauties.” He waved his hands at the dogs, then dipped a small bow in mum’s direction. “Thank you so much for the dinner invitation, Tania. And lovely to meet you, Basil.”

Then his eyes fell on Marvellous M. He turned pale, and took a step towards her. “Mildred?”

“Rosco?” She turned pale too.

“Gideon Rosco Best,” sang out Firefly. “Firefly loves his Gideon Rosco Best.”

I waited for Marvellous M to explode — would she hit Gideon, yell at him, or throw something at him? — but no explosion came. Instead, my grandma and granddad hurtled across the room towards each other.

Gideon swept Marvellous M off the floor. He spun her around and around and around, and then plonked such a big kiss on her lips that his twirled-up moustache ends shivered.

Ewwwww, I thought. At the same time I was glad they weren’t killing each other. And I was relieved Marvellous M wasn’t killing me. Phew.

Mac waggled his eyebrows at me.

“You stubborn goose,” Gideon murmured into Marvellous M’s hair.

“You unreliable nitwit extraordinaire,” she said, staring up into his eyes.

“We were always good at fighting.”

“But atrocious at making up.” Marvellous M went surprisingly melty in his arms, for a formidable grandma. “You know I hate apologising. Although …” she sucked in a gust of air, “I should have told you about Tania.”

She pushed out of his arms to stare back at my mum. “And, Tania, I should have told you the truth about your father. The real truth, that is. I gather you’ve found out about my, ahhh, deception?”

“Yes, I have, and yes, you blimming well should have. That’s the second set of lies you’ve told me about my dad,” said Mum, looking as spiky as Hedgepig (the hedgehog I found under the hedge one time).

Then Mum turned and glared at me. “Frankie, I’m guessing this is your doing? Gideon magically turning up uninvited at Friday Night Family Dinner?”

“Uhhh,” I said, backing towards my escape route.


Mac’s head flew from side to side as he looked between me and Mum.

Sparkplug poked his head over the table and sniffed the chinchilla. It was chewing a paper napkin.

Dad tut-tutted. “I thought it was suspicious — you wanting to go to Giggleswick with Fizz and Mac, when your mum had only just discovered that her missing dad was living there.”

Marvellous M’s eyes raked over Gideon. “However did you find him? I never had any luck.” Then she poked the parrot. “What’s with the bird? You always did have terrible taste in animals, Rosco. Although I take it you’ve dropped the stage name. Should I be calling you Gideon too, like your silly parrot here does?”

“I did some internet research.” Mum shrugged. “Checked public records. That sort of thing. Turns out Frankie’s not the only crack detective around here. But she is the only person who’s about to get grounded. For solving mysteries I asked her to stay out of.”

Gideon bounded forwards, arms outstretched. “Who’s for a glass of wine? Or a chinchilla cuddle? I find them most therapeutic in times of stress.”

Was he changing the subject to stop Mum telling me off? Clever Granddad.

“It’s clear us adults have things to discuss,” he added. “But we can do that later, surely, when the kids are safely tucked up in bed?” Then he smiled, reached down and gave Tinks a pat. “By the by, you must be thrilled about the pregnancy.”

Marvellous M spluttered.

“How do you know about that?” Mum’s hands flew to her belly.

Gideon stared at Mum’s tummy, his face puzzled at first, and then he beamed. “Oh, you’re pregnant too, Tania? What lovely news. Although I was talking about this doggie here.” He stroked Tinks on her flank again. “She must be nearly full-term, if I’m any judge. And how far along are you, Tania?”

How far along is my MUM? A missed-mystery alarm went weeeooo, weeeoooo in my brain. I hadn’t detected that!

Mac and I goggled at each other, and my eyes went as round as my favourite blue marble with the silver flecks in it.

Tinks is pregnant, and Mum’s pregnant too? I’m going to be a big sister?

Yuck …
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Ten

The Stuck-To-The-Edge Mysteries

MUM WHIPPED AROUND, glowering at Marvellous M. “Tinks is pregnant? That’s how you’re going to get those extra greyhounds? How irresponsible!” Then she bristled like Hedgepig the hedgehog. “Who’s the father? It better not be Sparkplug!”

Marvellous M was red in the face. “You can talk! Pregnant, at your age? You’re hardly one to be calling others irresponsible. Besides, Sparkplug will make a wonderful father. He’s a natural athlete, just like my dear girls. He’s the perfect genetic candidate for extending the gene pool.”

Dad sat down in a chair with a whump. He fanned his face with a napkin. “Tania, is it true? You’re pregnant? Why didn’t you tell me?” He turned green.

“Uhh, I hate to interrupt.” Mac was trying to tell everyone something. “Do you think we should be worried that Sparkplug is looking at the chinchilla like that?”

But nobody was listening. Mum let out a funny kind of hiccupy laugh, and dropped down into a chair too. “This is madness. My life’s a mess.” She threw her hands up. “I find my missing dad, only to get pooped on, chased and cuddled by birds, donkeys and pigs. And it turns out he’s as mad about animals as my nightmare of a mum. Then I find out I’m accidentally pregnant. Then tonight I discover Tinks is having babies. With Sparkplug. And my dad turns up wanting to give Frankie a chinchilla. What else could possibly go wrong?”

My ears registered that Sparkplug was growling. Which was weird. He’s usually the most chilled-out of dogs. Then my eyes realised why. Uh-oh.

“Nightmare of a mum?” snapped Marvellous M. “Nightmare?”

I think she was gearing up for a new fight, but Sparkplug interrupted. Because his growling got louder, then turned into woofs. He plonked his front paws onto the table either side of the chinchilla. As if he really did plan to eat it.

The chinchilla squeaked. It dropped the napkin it was munching and set off at a run. Sparkplug jumped onto the table and chased after it.

Plates crashed to the floor. Forks flew into the air. Knives thudded to the ground, and I saw a glass fly off and go SMASH! The other dogs started barking. Adults started yelling.

“Frankie, call him off!”

“Nightmare? We’ll see who’s a nightmare!” That must have been Marvellous M.

“This is madness.” Dad?

“Potamus-otamus-hippo-whatamus.” That had to be Firefly.

“Why is my life so weird?” Mum.

“I’ll save the chinchilla.” That was Mac. The chinchilla leapt off the table onto the floor, and Mac dived after it.

Sparkplug thundered down the table, cutlery spilling off sideways as he went.
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I drew myself up, sucked in a lungful of air, then let rip with my best animal-trainer yell. “Sparkplug Bartholomew Potts, SIT!”

He skidded to a stop, haunches quivering.

“SIT!” I repeated, doing my best pointy animal-trainer finger.

I swear Sparkplug rolled his eyes at me. But he sat.

Mac emerged from under the table, clutching the chinchilla. “Got him!” He gave the rodent a pat. “Hey, Frankie, I’ll give up my detective partner rights if you let me have the chinchilla. I’ve always wanted an exotic pet.”


“You’ll go back to being my sidekick? Give up partner rights forever?” I said.

He shrugged.

Then Dad strode over to Mum, his feet crunching on broken china, and crouched down next to her. “You’re pregnant? Really? I do wish you’d told me.” He put his hand on her belly, and smiled up at her. “But I think it’s wonderful news. We can make it work. We always do, you know.”

“We can, can’t we?” Mum’s eyes were wet and shining. She gave her belly a pat as well. “Some days I am a tiny bit excited, you know. About the baby. When I’m not terrified.”

She glanced over at Gideon. “And I would like to get to know you, despite that disaster of a first visit. I just got overwhelmed by everything, when I found out about this.” She pointed at her tummy, then sighed. “We’ve all been keeping secrets, haven’t we? Shall we forgive each other, and get on with whatever’s going to happen next?”

“Humphhh …” Marvellous M tapped her foot up and down. Then her eye wrinkles crinkled as she let out one of her rare and wonderful smiles. “Oh, fine, then … I guess we’ve all told some porkies, haven’t we?”


“I’d say that calls for a toast.” Gideon strode forwards and grabbed the bottle. “To families reunited.”

“Pumpernickel sauerkraut collywobbles,” sang out Firefly. “Potamus-otamus-hippo-whatamus.” He flapped up to the ceiling light and tipped himself upside down. His tail feathers lit up like a disco light.

“Like I said, what an annoying parrot.” Marvellous M rolled her eyes.

“I’m confident you’ll grow to love him.” Gideon beamed as he pulled her to him. “After all, you’re feisty birds of a similar feather. I can’t wait to introduce you to my lizard, Mil—”

I grabbed my glass of orange juice off the table, swung it in the air, and yelled over the top of him: “To families!”

Everyone smiled and picked up their glasses.

“To families,” they chorused.

“To mad families,” Mac mouthed at me, which made me giggle into my juice. He has a point, after all. I have my mad list of solutions, and now those sneaky solutions have got new mysteries stuck to their edges …
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But I’m not worried about those stuck-to-the-edge mysteries. Because I’m Frankie Potts, Tring’s number-one detective. I’ve got a mad animal-training grandma AND granddad. I’ve got the coolest sidekick friend, and the best detecting dog — who’s about to become the most amazing doggy daddy ever.

Those silly old edge mysteries better watch out!










Footnote

Mum, Dad and I were sitting at the table the next morning eating breakfast. Mum was scooping up spoonfuls of cereal and chomping them down fast — almost as fast as Sparkplug would if you gave him the chance (which of course I was, under the table when my parents weren’t looking).

“Glad to see you’re feeling better, dear. Morning sickness on the wane? Gosh, I still can’t quite believe you’re pregnant.” Dad put his hand over Mum’s and smiled.

“I’ve been thinking, Basil.” Mum pushed her finished bowl away. “I’ll have to ask Alfred to mind things for me at the Keep Your Feet Happy clinic. While the baby’s little. Do you think he’s up for it?”

“I’m sure he’s ready to step up.”

Mum grinned. “He’d better not put a toe out of line.”

“I’m sure he can kick himself into high gear.”

“One misstep, and I’ll kick him to the kerb.”

“I’m sure he’s ready to walk a mile in your shoes. So you can put your feet up.”

They beamed at each other.

“Urgh,” I said. “Enough with the terrible foot jokes. So lame.”

“Well done, Frankie,” said Dad. “Lame. That’s a good one.”

I slapped my hand to my forehead.

Sparkplug went “Aooooooo.”

Here’s hoping my new brother or sister has a better sense of humour than my mum and dad do!
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Turn the page for a sneak peek at the first chapter of Book 4 in the Frankie Potts series:
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One

The G-L-U-M Mystery

MY NAME IS FRANKIE POTTS and I’m good at mysteries. I’m so good at them they explode into existence wherever I go. The last explosions were spectacular. First I found my long-lost animal-training granddad, Gideon. THEN I found out that my dog Sparkplug was about to become a daddy, because his girlfriend, Tinkerbell, had a belly full of puppies. AND THEN I found out there was a baby in my mum’s tummy, too.

But on Sunday it wasn’t a mystery that exploded in the kitchen. It was a catastrophe. Marvellous M (my grandma) and her greyhounds had dropped me off at home after dog training in Salt’s Green, along with Sparkplug and Tinkerbell’s seven adorable puppies. The house was in an uproar.

First a puppy waggled in dragging Dad’s pyjamas

— pyjamas that now had holes in them.

Then another puppy wandered in with a blue feather sticking out of its mouth — a blue feather that should have been sticking out of the chewed-up feather duster in the lounge.

Then I set off an accidental puppy avalanche when I poured kibble into the dog-food bowl. Black, white and brown bodies bumped into each other as the puppies made a mad dash for the food.

“Queenie, Celeste, Titania the Fourth,” I counted off the girl puppies on my fingers. Then the boys: “Kettle Thomson, Womble, Knickers.” I glanced at Marvellous M. “Where’s Pickle?”

Best puppy names ever, right? My best friend Mac and I came up with them.

Sparkplug poked his nose out from under the table, where he was hiding out with Tinkerbell and the older dogs, Titania the Third and Tiramisu (I think they’ve had enough of being climbed on). He pointed his paw down the hall.

“That way?” I said. “Thanks, boy.” I was about to go and investigate, when …

SMASH! went something and …

“ARGHHH!” went someone.

Pickle the puppy rushed in, dripping water and draped in flowers. Mum stormed after him, waving the half-eaten duster. Blue feathers stuck out of her hair. A single feather was balanced on top of her belly (which is extra ginormous because it turns out there are twins lurking in there).

“Enough!” Mum thrust the duster in Marvellous M’s face. “That was the sound of my favourite vase smashing, thanks to that maniacal pup. You’ve got too many dogs, Mother. You said you’d keep three puppies. It’s time to find the rest of them a home.”

Marvellous M looked up from the crossword she was doing in the Tring Daily Truth.

“No it’s not!” The words spilled out of me. I love those little guys. Every wriggly one of them. How are we supposed to pick four to give away?

I tried pleading. “They’re too small.” I wrung my hands. “They’ll miss each other. They’ll miss me. I’ll miss them.”

Mum tapped her foot. “Frankie, don’t you start.”

“But how can you do something so horrible to something so sweet?” I scooped up my favourite pup, Kettle Thomson. He’s long and leggy, like Sparkplug. A proper detective dog in the making. He wriggled up out of my hold and licked me.

“Holes in pyjamas aren’t sweet. Feathers strewn about the lounge aren’t sweet. My best vase being broken by a puppy that’s named after a preserved cucumber isn’t sweet.” Mum sank down into a seat. “It’s time to let some of them go.”

I turned to Marvellous M, ready to make my case. “MM, we can’t—”

I broke off when I clocked her face. It wasn’t fierce, or cross, or sad. There was no sign of her Formidable Mildred glare.

She put her pen down. “Frankie, as much as it surprises me to agree with your mother, I’m afraid today I do. I never intended to keep all the puppies once they were weaned, you know. Three puppies plus my girls makes six, the perfect number for a performing troupe and their leading lady. Ten dogs is too many for one household, no matter how much you love the canines in question.”

“Performing?” said Mum. “Leading lady? I thought this dog-show business of yours was a hobby?”

Marvellous M stared down at her list of clues. “Any ideas what a three-letter word for ‘equivocation’ might be?”

Mum narrowed her eyes at MM.

“But …” For once, I was lost for words. And that never happens. A detective always has stacks of words to hand. Talk is useful, when your number-one hobby is finding solutions to things.

“No buts, Frankie. I’ll pin a flyer on the village-hall noticeboard tomorrow. Case closed.” Mum glanced down, saw the feather on her belly, and puffed it away.

I watched as the feather floated to the floor. It felt like my heart. Spiralling downwards.

Marvellous M patted my hand. “I’m sure there are plenty of top-notch dog owners in Tring, Frankie, once we weed out any sinister types. Chin up, we’ll find the pups a good home. We can interview the interested parties. Make sure they’re up to doggy snuff.”

“Sinister types?”

“Oh, you know, people with bad intentions. Not everyone is fit for dog ownership. You know my motto. Good owner: good dog. Bad owner: bad, bad dog.” She reached down and gave Kettle Thomson a pat on the head. “We wouldn’t want you to turn into a bad dog, now, would we?”

Marvellous M tugged the Tring Daily Truth towards her. A flyer slipped out and slid across the table. There was a picture of a wolf on it, howling at the moon. Wicked Wolves, it said in blood-red letters at the top, coming for you. There was a man underneath, his face in darkness, holding a stick. Whoever this Wicked Wolf was, he looked like he’d turn good dogs bad.
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“Now, who can think of a four-letter word for the clue ‘sepulchral’?” Marvellous M tapped the pen against her lips.

Mum did a thinking face. “Dark … grim … dull … dour … glum?”

“Glum, that’s it! Well done, Tania.” Marvellous M wrote it down with a smile.

I pulled out my notebook, feeling G-L-U-M, and wrote down one of my saddest mysteries ever. Kettle Thomson licked my face as I scribbled.
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Then Kettle Thomson farted. And it didn’t even make me smile.

[image: image]








PUFFIN

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia
 India | New Zealand | South Africa | China

Puffin is an imprint of the Penguin Random House group of companies, whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

[image: Penguin Random House NZ]

First published by Penguin Random House New Zealand, 2017

Text © Juliet Jacka, 2017

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved.

Design by Emma Jakicevich, based on a series look by Carla Sy © Penguin Random House New Zealand
 Illustrations by Phoebe Morris
 © Penguin Random House New Zealand
 Author photograph by Kara Tait

A catalogue record for this book is available from the National Library of New Zealand.

ISBN: 978-0-14-377022-0








[image: Penguin Books]




THE BEGINNING

Let the conversation begin …

Like Penguin Random House NZ facebook.com/PenguinNZ and facebook.com/PenguinKidsNZ

Follow Penguin Random House NZ twitter.com/PenguinNZ and instagram.com/PenguinNZ

Find out more about the author and discover more stories at www.penguin.co.nz


OPS/images/9780143770220_033.jpg





OPS/images/9780143770220_032.jpg
idekick . forever?
o V[Pl

__Gonddads preference forgant squids)
% \/ill Hurn have.a gl baby or 2 boy baby? s a ity yo
__ can't doaboby/gont squidexchange)
2 How rmany puppies will Tinkerbell and Sparkplug havel

- ; e

: -

. : G ;
Vil Harvellous M start performing professionally again?
%\l Gidean and Horvelous H el back logethet
2 What wil Harvellous H do when she finds out that
__ Gideon named a lizard afferher — a nasty qeen
_ lrdthat lokslheadragon?






OPS/images/9780143770220_035.jpg
R






OPS/images/9780143770220_034.jpg
Read > More





OPS/images/9780143770220_031.jpg
HAD SOLUTIONS!

P [ =
know = Hurn s oo,
" Thal

ing?

right there)

he the hest puppy daddy ever
o i N
o P






OPS/images/9780143770220_030.jpg





OPS/images/9780143770220_037.jpg





OPS/images/9780143770220_036.jpg
N

=

THE

—

W
W

=]
-

s
[ =]






OPS/images/9780143770220_039.jpg
1. How am | going Lo stop um and Harvellous H giving four
of the puppies away!






OPS/images/9780143770220_038.jpg





OPS/images/9780143770220_022.jpg





OPS/images/9780143770220_021.jpg
*_a photo of an elephant on the wall;
% 2 fatto on his shoulder with curly black writing and a
the one that's so secret.| don't know where it isl;
% _a daughlerwho came fo visit, then qot pioed anby
_ajealous parrot, chased around the flower bedsby
2 donkey, and pursued by a mud-covered pig who
wanted a cuddle;
*_the same middle name as my missing granddad, the.
elephant {rainer from franzen and Jensen’s circus . ..






OPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Contents



		Dedication



		Frankie Potts and the Postcard Puzzle



		Chapter One: The Dinner-Goes-Kaboom Mystery



		Chapter Two: The Postcard Mystery



		Chapter Three: The Extraordinaire Mystery



		Chapter Four: The Possibly-Maybe Solutions



		Chapter Five: The Tinkerplug and Sparkbell Mystery



		Chapter Six: The Giggleswick Mystery



		Chapter Seven: The Swirling Mystery Mess



		Chapter Eight: The Twitchy Tummy Mysteries



		Chapter Nine: The Missed Mystery



		Chapter Ten: The Stuck-To-The-Edge Mysteries



		Footnote



		About the Author



		Read More



		Copyright Page



		Follow Penguin Random House













		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112













		Table of Contents



		Beginning of book



		Appendices











OPS/images/9780143770220_024.jpg
Why doesn't Hum want to see him again? Is it

because of the donkey chasing her, the pig cuddiing
Jgundihe;mnl poaing on her? 0ris it something

else altogether!






OPS/images/9780143770220_023.jpg
et oL > \
rnum’s missing dad, and my missing granddad. And
the pi,parct 2nd donkey belong b him ...





OPS/images/9780143770220_020.jpg





OPS/images/9780143770220_029.jpg
Some solutions, includir rnjsse: ry:

SOLUTIQ: Yex
1 \hi N

And do Lwant it if they do? It looks ke o

ight ry Lo eal it






OPS/images/9780143770220_026.jpg





OPS/images/9780143770220_025.jpg
) 9 ? ?

The swirling mess of mysteries turned into three: ’

1. Is Tinkerbell pregnant with Sparkplug's babies?
1. Why is um 50 weird and grumpy about.
everything when she’s found her runaway dad,
and it turns out he’s the codlest and most
lovely animal trainer ever! ?
3. What's going 4o happen at Friday Night Fammily
Dinner when Gideon discovers Harvellous s
there? And when Marvellous i and tfum discover 2
Gideon's there? Oh dear.

? 2 ? ?





OPS/images/9780143770220_028.jpg





OPS/images/9780143770220_027.jpg





OPS/images/cover.jpg
Juliet Jacka
with illustrations by

Phoebe Monis






OPS/images/9780143770220_011.jpg





OPS/images/9780143770220_010.jpg





OPS/images/9780143770220_013.jpg





OPS/images/9780143770220_012.jpg
elodasmgees
ST I o
F

Yarvellous fs acceptable circumstances! =
— 3. \hy does Harvellous H think extraordinaires are.
nitwits [whatever a nibwit is)!

4. Why's Hum so cross about. family secrets and.
1
3. Wha — or what. fpig/parrot/donkey/humanl] — are.
_ Mirai, Xander, ficefly and Gideon R. Best? (ould they
_be the anes that pooed on/cuddled/chased/sent
_ postcards and two kisses fo my mum?





OPS/images/9780143770220_019.jpg





OPS/images/9780143770220_018.jpg
" Gideon R. Best

_-Animal Behaviourist Extraordinaire-





OPS/images/9780143770220_015.jpg





OPS/images/9780143770220_014.jpg





OPS/images/9780143770220_017.jpg
MWWWWM

gL =)
m Ao
) 'v’nf BIEW
o
fz&;','ﬁm r\w‘w mbwr"
N“" mm





OPS/images/9780143770220_016.jpg
B P

_Tinks is pudgy because she's pregnant with
5 P 3 "
__ quing Lo get more greyhounds from. fow cool wauld
{hat be!

he's an animal trainer from Giggleswick.






OPS/images/9780143770220_043.jpg
! ? L

’ ¢ !
Looking for 2 mystery list? Tough luck. The donkey E
with 3 dove on its head ate my notepad. Turns out :

9 itlkes mints AMD notepaper.

1 ? , ?





OPS/images/9780143770220_002.jpg





OPS/images/9780143770220_040.jpg
Penguin
Random House
New Zealand





OPS/images/9780143770220_042.jpg





OPS/images/9780143770220_041.jpg





OPS/images/9780143770220_008.jpg
Dearest Tonia,

What a shock it was to find gou on
my doorstepl

Tmso sorry things ended the way
they diidl. Mini, Xander and Firefly do
get jeclous when other women enter 2

ny ife.
1do think we should give it canothen

try. though. After il these gears.
Don't you?

Gideon xx






OPS/images/9780143770220_007.jpg





OPS/images/9780143770220_009.jpg
Souuuuduuany

= ,l. Where is Hfarvellous 1 going 4o get mare. yeyhmmds’
1. hyis Hum so cross about it, and nhyx;k;mumm
ghﬂabﬂdfmlymkmthka, A 3
3. What's the deal with the. ed pig. the
pacing parrot and the. wemelgM dmley"

Pl he hew postcard mys!zriex
T e e e iy






OPS/images/9780143770220_004.jpg





OPS/images/9780143770220_003.jpg
B TRANKLE PUTIS

*  AND THE

Posrmﬁﬁj
BULILE -

T l( el T)(lﬂ

v if(ust
IIIH

@





OPS/images/9780143770220_006.jpg
NI/
THE <= = KABOOM 2 HYSTERIES

> //\ i) ‘\
1. \here is Harvellous H gaing to find mare. gleyhnund&
{0 expand her troupel E

1. \hy does Hum hate the idea so much, and what's
—all this stuff about family secrels? Does she think
_ Marvellous s got asecret? il
3. What does a parrot posing on Hum's head have ln
do with anything! What's a cuddle-obsessed pig!
And why, oh why, did um get chased around a
field by an overweight donkey? pi





OPS/images/9780143770220_005.jpg





