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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.

When Frankie is adopted by a dog outside her favourite sweet shop, there’s detecting to be done.

My most excellent mysteries:

1. What’s the dog’s name? Solved – it’s SPARKPLUG, of course!

2. Who taught Sparkplug to skateboard, high-five, dance on his hind legs and sniff out a mystery two houses away? (No way was it my arch-enemy, Ralph Peter-McGee.)

3. Why is Formidable Mildred acting so weird – and when did she get a secret tattoo?

Frankie had better start solving. All clues seem to be leading her to a circus …
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One

The Dog Mystery

MY NAME IS FRANKIE POTTS and I’m good at mysteries.

So it makes sense that my dog started as a mystery. It also makes sense that I found him at the sweet shop, looking in the window at the gobstoppers. They’re my favourite.

“Hello, dog,” I said. “It’s no good looking at the sweets like that. Everyone knows gobstoppers are toxic. They make you explode. In fact, I’m the only person in Tring who can eat them. Lucky me, eh, dog?”

The dog looked at me. He wagged his tail. He was white with black spots, and he was long and leggy. He looked like a dog I could solve mysteries with.

“Woof,” he said.

“Woof,” I said back.

“Hello, Francesca,” said Mrs Entwhistle when I went in.

The sweet shop is called Ye Olde Sweet Shoppe. Mrs Entwhistle was standing behind the counter wearing her red-and-white-striped apron.

“The usual, is it?”

A girl of mystery shouldn’t be usual.

“Usual?” I said. “I’m way too mysterious for that.”

“Ah,” said Mrs Entwhistle. “How about humbugs then? Sherbet suckers? Raspberry pompiknickers? Or sourdrop bobbydazzlers?”

I decided a girl of mystery could still be mysterious while being predictable. That’s a contradiction. And contradictions are mysterious.

“I’ll have a bag of gobstoppers,” I said. “Please.”

Mrs Entwhistle got out her tongs and started bagging up my gobstoppers. “Of course, Francesca.”

I rolled my eyes. My name is Frankie and I don’t take kindly to people who call me Francesca. Well, not usually.

“Just look at that dog peering in my window,” said Mrs Entwhistle. “He’s been there all afternoon.”

The dog’s tongue was hanging out as he watched the gobstoppers going in the bag. He looked hungry.

“Who does he belong to?”

“I don’t know,” said Mrs Entwhistle. “He wasn’t there one minute, then he was the next. Maybe he’s a runaway? I can’t see a collar.”

“I’ll take him home.” I felt like owning a black-and-white dog that I could solve mysteries with.

“I don’t think it works like that, Francesca. I should call Dog Control.”

Dog Control in Tring is a fancy way of saying Mr Cuthbert. He lives in Hidelberg Road, over the hill and off to the left.

“My name’s not Francesca, Mrs Entwhistle. It’s Frankie Potts, remember? Can’t you tell Mr Cuthbert I took the dog home? He can still be lost at my house — he’ll just be lost in a better place. He looks hungry. And hot.”

“I suppose that might work, Francesca,” said Mrs Entwhistle, not sounding like she thought it would. “I mean, Frankie.”

I did my look.

“Frankie Potts, then. Although I don’t know what’s wrong with your proper name. Francesca Potts-Bumbry is a perfectly fine name for a detective.”

I rolled my eyes again. Some comments don’t deserve responses. It’s not my fault my parents gave me a rubbish name for a detective — I’ve had to make do.

“The dog does look hungry.” Mrs Entwhistle looked out of her window at him. “And he’s peed on my lamp post twice. It’ll be poo next. That would never do. I don’t like pooper scooping. I’ll tell Peter Cuthbert the dog’s at your place. Your mum and dad won’t mind?”

“Course not,” I said. Of course they would.

“Right you are then, Francesca. I mean, Frankie Potts. Here’s your bag of gobstoppers. And there’s your temporary dog.” Mrs Entwhistle pointed out the window with her lolly tongs. “What are you going to call him?”

“Good question.” I shoved a gobstopper in my gob and waved goodbye. Aha, I thought, as I swooshed the lolly around in my mouth. A mystery.
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Two

The Grandma M Mystery

A TEMPORARY DOG NEEDS a temporary name. That was the first thing I detected when I got outside.

I’ve always thought that if I had a dog to solve mysteries with I’d call it Sparkplug. It’s a proper name for a detecting dog. Plus I like the way it sounds when I say it. I feel the same about the word dirigible (that’s a kind of floating air balloon).

I’d just named Sparkplug Sparkplug when Grandma M walked up. Trust her to arrive when there was dog smuggling to be done. Taking my temporary dog home was going to be tricky, because I had a feeling Dad might not be thrilled about it.


“Francesca, my dear,” said Grandma M. It’s funny she called me that, because I don’t think she thinks I’m a dear. One day — after the talcum powder incident — she called me a “pestiferous monster”. I think that’s closer to what she really thinks.

“What a handsome dog you’re talking to,” Grandma M said.

“He’s my dog.” He is. Kind of.

“Your dog? But isn’t Basil allergic?”

Basil’s my dad, and he’s also Grandma M’s son-in-law.

“I think Dad thinks he’s allergic to dogs,” I said. “But how do we know he is, when we’ve never had a dog for him to be allergic to?”

Grandma M was too busy petting the dog behind his ears to appreciate my logic. “What a lovely doggie you are,” she cooed at Sparkplug.

I’d never seen her go lovey-dovey like this before. It was a new mystery. Why was Grandma M — Dad calls her Formidable Mildred — going gaga over a lost dog?

Sparkplug was wagging his tail. The traitor. Didn’t he know whose lost dog he was?

“So we’ve been practising having one. A dog, I mean, at home,” I told her.


“Oh? Well, he is a dear of a dog.” Her voice didn’t sound like her normal voice, the Formidable Mildred one. It was almost happy.

“I’ve always thought Basil was a hypochondriac,” she added. That was more like it: waspish and snappish.

“A hypo-what-si-at?”
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“Imaginary ailments, invented ills, and complaints of tummy aches when you’ve had too much for supper.” She stood up and did a sharp whistle. “In behind, dog.” The dog jumped to attention.

“He’s called Sparkplug.” I was impressed at the whistle — and at Sparkplug. It looked like he could do things. Like, on command.

“I can’t think why your mother hasn’t mentioned him before now,” said Grandma M. “I’ll walk home with you. I’ve got some more heckleberry jam to drop off. It’s chock-full of vitamins.”

A clinking sound came from her beige handbag. Oh dear: that meant more than one jar of snot-green jam.

We set off. Halfway home, George Mahoney skateboarded past.

“Hey-up, Frankie Potts,” he said as he whizzed by. He’s four and a half years older than me. He let me go on his skateboard once. I fell off and my nose bled.

“Hey-up, George Mahoney,” I said back.

Sparkplug must have liked the look of the skateboard, because he barked and trotted after George Mahoney. George rolled to a stop and stepped off to give Sparkplug a rub between the ears.

“You like my board, huh?”


Sparkplug woofed, stepped on the skateboard, and took off. I swear!

“Oooh,” said Grandma M.

“Jeez,” said George. “My board just got nicked by a dog.”

“Sparkplug can skateboard,” I said.

He really could, too. That dog was fair whizzing down the road, wagging his tail and using his front and back paws to push off the ground.

It took us two minutes and fifty-three seconds to get the skateboard back. There was running involved, and chasing, but in the end Grandma M sorted it. She did another one of those whistles and Sparkplug stopped.

“Woof,” he said, as he hopped off. Grandma M was panting and her hair had escaped from its bun. It was sticking up in the air as if she’d been standing on one of those static-electricity-generator things, like the one we got to play with at the Everyday Miracles and Scientific Marvels Museum. I remember hoping my hair would stay like that forever (it didn’t).

George was pretty good about Sparkplug stealing his board. “How cool is that? A skateboarding dog! How about a high five, dog?”

He held up his hand and Sparkplug high-fived it with his paw. A high five! What kind of dog skateboards and high-fives?

“That’s one cool cat of a dog you’ve got there,” said George. “See you round, Frankie Potts.”

“Bye, George Mahoney.”

Grandma M was looking at Sparkplug in a funny way, as if her thoughts were running around in her head so fast they were crashing into each other and falling over.

“Well, well, Francesca, we better get this mysterious dog of yours home.”

If Grandma M had noticed Sparkplug’s mysteriousness, he truly was a mystery. It looked like I was on to a winner with this black-and-white dog. And my mysteries list was growing.
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Three

The Piglet Mystery

WHILE ALL THESE MYSTERIES were stacking up, I forgot about my lie.

It wasn’t a big lie. More medium-sized. With bulges attached to the medium bits, which probably made it a bulgy medium–big lie.

I had told Grandma M that Sparkplug was our dog. But he wasn’t. Not yet.

“Grandma M,” I said, as we turned onto Salt’s Green, near where my house is. “I found Sparkplug outside Ye Olde Sweet Shoppe. Mum and Dad don’t know about him yet.” I held my breath.

Grandma M stopped walking.


“He’s a stray? And Tania and Basil don’t know about him yet? Francesca Potts-Bumbry, you’ve been telling porkies again!”

Grandma M thinks I tell a lot of porkies. I don’t. I tell piglets: they’re smaller so they don’t count.

I considered my options. When I was younger, I used to pull this face that made adults go gaga, just like Grandma M was going over Sparkplug.

‘Isn’t she sweet?” Mrs Entwhistle would say, and I’d get an extra gobstopper in my lolly mix.

“What a charming young girl you’ve got, Mrs Potts-Bumbry,” the librarian would say, and she’d give me a stamp on the back of my hand.

I tried “the face” now.

“It’s no good pulling ‘the face’ with me, my girl.” Grandma M waggled her finger. “You outgrew it five years ago! A lie’s a lie’s a lie.” She looked as if she was about to give me a telling off, but then Sparkplug made a noise.

“Aaaooooo!” He lay down on the ground and put his paws over his ears, like he didn’t want to hear us fighting.

“There is something about that dog,” said Grandma M, her face going sort of soft as she gazed at him.


“I thought I could look after him while Mr Cuthbert figures out who he belongs to,” I told her. I tried to look sort of soft too.

“Mr Cuthbert is trying to find his real owner?” asked Grandma M.

I nodded. He was, if Mrs Entwhistle had remembered to call him. (If I was lucky a giant delivery of gummy bears would have distracted her.)

“That doesn’t sound so outrageous,” said Grandma M, “when you put it that way.”

Sparkplug took one paw off his ear and did a hopeful yap.

“Come on, boy,” I said. “Let’s go home and meet the parents.”

As the three of us headed home, I recited all the mysteries in my head, adding the latest one to the list.
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Four

The Ralph Peter-McGee Mystery

“I THOUGHT YOU HATED DOGS,” said my mum to her mum (Grandma M, if you’re not keeping up). “You wouldn’t let me have one when I was Francesca’s age.”

We’d arrived home with Sparkplug, and we were busy breaking the news to my parents.

“Aaachoo!” sneezed Dad.

“Just because I didn’t want dogs then, doesn’t mean I don’t like them now,” said Grandma M, in her Formidable Mildred voice. “This poor dog needs a temporary home. And for once young Francesca here seems to be behaving responsibly.”


I pulled my shoulders back and tried to look responsible.

“Look at the dog. He’s a dear,” said Grandma M.

We all looked at Sparkplug, who was busy looking at the floor. I leaned over to look where he was looking. Huh, I thought, an ant.

Sparkplug squished the ant with his paw, then ate it. It was disgustingly excellent. I gave him a pat on the head.

“Please, Mum. Please, Dad,” I said. “It’ll just be until Mr Cuthbert can find his proper owner. I’ll feed him, and pooper scoop him, and take him for walks.”

“Parrrrppp!” That was the sound Dad’s nose made as he blew it.

“I don’t know, Francesca,” he said. “It takes a lot of work to look after a dog properly. Besides, I think I might be allergic.”

“It will do her good,” said Grandma M, in her snappish voice. “Teach her discipline. Fortitude. Endurance. Perseverance.” I thought she was going to start singing.

“Enough!” Mum did that shush-shush thing people do with their hands when they’ve had enough of the bickering and squabbling (not that I ever do — I enjoy a good bicker and squabble). “I’m convinced. What do you think, Basil? You should really get an allergy test, you know. It might be your hay fever acting up again.”

“Hypochondriacs anonymous,” I thought I heard Grandma M mutter.

Mum’s eyes went wide.

But Dad mustn’t have noticed. “I guess it could be nice to have a four-legged companion on my field trips.”

Dad’s a palaeontologist. That means he goes hunting for fossils, brings home rocks with dried-up dead creatures in them and spends lots of time peering through magnifying glasses and staring into microscopes. He’s almost-but-not-quite a detective.

“Hooray!” I yelled. Sparkplug got excited too. That dog’s so clever: he stood up on his back paws and we started waltzing.

Even Grandma M laughed.

It was just then that we heard a knock-knock-knock on the front door.

Dad went to answer it. Next thing he was back in the kitchen.

“Francesca,” he said, and he wasn’t laughing any more. “It’s Ralph at the door. Ralph Peter-McGee. He says the dog belongs to him.”


Ralph Peter-McGee is in my year at school. He gets my name wrong more often than anyone else put together times a million and two (clue: what rhymes with Frankie?). He’s the most horrible person ever. How on earth could he own a dog like Sparkplug?

It was a new and most disturbing mystery to add to the list.
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Five

One Solution and the What-Now Mystery

“THAT DOG’S MY DOG,” said Ralph Peter-McGee, as we hustled to the front door.

Sparkplug didn’t look convinced. He lay down in the middle of the hallway and put his paws over his eyes. I knew how he felt.

“Hi, Ralph,” said Mum. “It seems there’s been a misunderstanding. Francesca thought Sparkplug was a stray.”

“Crank— I mean, Frankie’s wrong,” said the rotten scoundrel. “The dog belongs to me.”

“Hello, hello,” said a new voice, as our front gate swung open. It was Mr Cuthbert, Tring Dog Control to you and me. “I hear young Francesca here found a stray dog outside Mrs Entwhistle’s sweet shop. Hi, Ralph. Hi, Basil, Tania.” (Tania is Mum, if you’re wondering.) “Mildred, Francesca. And this here must be the dog in question.” He did a nod in Sparkplug’s direction.

Sparkplug took one paw off an eye and waved.

“Huh,” said Mr Cuthbert. “That’s clever.”

“That dog’s my dog,” said Ralph. Yes, yes, I thought, getting annoyed. Couldn’t he come up with a new way of saying it? That’s why we’ve got so many words for the same things: to keep talking interesting.

“Oh?” said Mr Cuthbert. “Mrs Entwhistle told me he was a stray who turned up outside her sweet shop this afternoon.”

“He was with me before that,” said Ralph. At least it was a new sentence.

“I don’t remember issuing a licence for a black-and-white spotty dog, Master Ralph,” said Mr Cuthbert. “How long has he been your dog, exactly?”

Ralph muttered something into his collar.

“Pardon?” said Mr Cuthbert.

“Speak up. Young men shouldn’t mumble,” said Grandma M, doing her Formidable Mildred thing.

“One day.” Ralph went pink. “And a half.”


“One day and a half. And where was the dog before that?” said Mr Cuthbert.

“Dunno.” Ralph looked sulky. Ha!

“I found him on the side of the road,” Ralph finally said. “He was standing there. So I took him home.”

“For a day and a half?” I said.

“One day. And a half. Yes,” said stinky-face Ralph.

“What happened to the other half?” I said.

“The other half of what?” said Ralph. Really, he’s so thick.

“The other half of the day,” I said. “It’s the next day now, because it’s the morning. What happened to him in between?”

Ralph went quiet, until Mr Cuthbert nudged his shoulder.

“Go on then, young Ralph. Francesca here asked you a good question.”

“The dog ran off.”

Of course he ran off! Who would want to hang around with Ralph Peter-McGee for two days in a row?

That meant I got to take one mystery off my list, which made it look like this …
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Six

The Ant Trail Mystery

SO, THAT LAST MYSTERY didn’t turn out to be a big deal. Mr Cuthbert said I could keep Sparkplug, at least until he worked out who his real owner was. Assuming Sparkplug wanted to be kept.

“He seems happy enough here,” said Mr Cuthbert, nodding at my now-official temporary dog.

“But I found him first. He’s my dog,” said Ralph. His face stopped being pink and turned red. He even stomped his foot.

“Now, now,” said Grandma M. “It’s no good getting all bolshie, Ralph Peter-McGee. When it comes to dogs, I find they choose their own masters. And there’s not much you can do about it. Now that’s a fact.”

“Dog, heel,” said Ralph, trying to be commanding. But Sparkplug put his paws over his eyes, as if he didn’t want to see Ralph still standing in the doorway.

“You’ll pay for this, Cranky-Bum. Just you wait!” said Ralph, and off he stormed, looking thunderous.

“Cranky-Bum?” said Mum and Dad at the same time.

“It’s a nickname. Nothing to worry about,” I said, trying to look as if it was nothing to worry about. But in my head I was busy planning Cranky-Bum REVENGE.
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I’ve had enough of that nickname. That’s why I wrote REVENGE in capital letters, so you’d know I’m serious about it. Serious enough to smuggle hungry crocodiles into Ralph’s swimming pool, or create an infestation of centipedes in his bed —that kind of serious.

“Now that’s settled, I’ll leave you good people in peace,” said Mr Cuthbert. “Take care of the dog, Francesca. I’ll let you know as soon as I find his owner.”

We all waved goodbye, including Sparkplug (he did one of his paw waggles), and returned to the kitchen. It was time for lunch. Fighting about temporary dogs on the doorstep with your worst enemy makes you hungry.

Grandma M put her beige bag on the kitchen table and stuck her hand inside.

“Tania, I made a new batch of heckleberry jam. Here you are.” She pulled out not one, not two, not three, but four new jars of horrible green heckleberry jam. I hate the stuff! I don’t know how something that looks like snot is supposed to be good for you.

“Oh,” said Mum, “thanks, Mum. Leave them on the table. I’ll pop them in the pantry later.” She didn’t look excited by the four new jars of jam either.


I noticed another ant. Actually, it wasn’t just one other ant. It was three other ants. No, make that four.

Sparkplug noticed me looking at the row of ants, and he wandered over, tail wagging. With one lick of his tongue he gobbled them up. Then he started snuffling across the floor, and I could see he was hoovering up more ants. What was a trail of ants doing in our kitchen? A new mystery!

After lunching on ham-and-cheese sandwiches, I suggested we take Sparkplug for a walk. I thought that might be a responsible thing to do, and I was still trying to be (mostly) responsible so that Mum and Dad would decide we could keep Sparkplug for ever (I had my fingers crossed that Mr Cuthbert wouldn’t be able to figure out who his real owner was).

“Great idea, Francesca,” said Mum. “Do you feel like coming for a walk too, Mum? We could buy some dog food while we’re out. Sparkplug might prefer it to sandwiches.”

“And ants,” I said.

“Why not?” said Grandma M. “I do like a good dog walk.”

This was news to me. Since when has Grandma M liked dog walking? Gosh, that’s two new mysteries in one chapter.
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Seven

The Tattoo Mystery

EVERYONE KNOWS YOU TAKE detecting dogs for walks on the green — that’s what greens are for. So off we went: me, Mum, Dad and Grandma M, with Sparkplug leaping and jumping ahead of us.

“Throw him a stick, Basil,” said Mum.

It was the best detecting dog walk ever. We walked across Salt’s Green, over the arched bridge, and down the high street to the village hall. That’s where all the best walks in Tring end: the village hall is next to the ice cream shop.

“No ice cream today, Francesca,” said Mum.

Tarnations. I was busy thinking up a reason why I needed an ice cream (overheating, lack of essential ice cream vitamins, danger of explosion unless chocolate ice cream eaten?) when I spotted a poster on the noticeboard outside the village hall. It said:

COMING TO A TOWN NEAR YOU!

FRANZEN
 AND JENSEN’S
 THREE-RING
 CIRCUS

Per volar sunata

That last bit was in curly writing, right above a picture of a lady on a trapeze.

“A circus!” I said (yelled). “A circus is coming to Tring. Can we go? Please, Mum, please!”

Sparkplug bounced up beside me with his stick and saw the poster too.

“Woof, woof, woof, woof!” He was talkative all of a sudden. He dropped the stick and spun round and round in a circle.

“A circus? Franzen and Jensen’s three-ring circus,” Mum read out. “Per volar sunata. Per volar sunata?” She turned to Grandma M. “Isn’t that what your tattoo says?”

“Titania!” said Grandma M, turning Formidable Mildred. Titania is Mum’s real name, but no one ever calls her that. Not even Grandma M. Not usually.

“That’s not a topic for discussion,” Grandma M snapped. “Ever. You know that!”

But the secret was out. And what a secret it was: Grandma M has a tattoo! Where? Why? And what does per volar sunatra-whatever-it-is mean?

I used to like mysteries, but now I’m smothered in them.
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Eight

The Sparkplug Solution

IT WAS A RELIEF to take a break from the mysteries at school the next day. But it wasn’t much of a break, because everyone kept talking about Sparkplug.

“Cecily says your new dog can skateboard,” said Fred Slate (Cecily is George Mahoney’s little sister).

“Oscar said he saw your dog outside the village hall spinning round and round in a circle,” said Elspeth Harper. She’s got long blonde plaits that look like they need pulling.

“Ralph told me you’re going to get it for stealing his dog,” said Neil Porter. He’s one of Ralph Peter-McGee’s henchmen. Short, nasty, mean.


“Oooooo,” said the rest of classroom 8B.

“I’d watch out if I were Ralph,” I said. “Sparkplug used to belong to a kung fu spymaster. He’s the sneakiest dog ever, and he’ll karate-chop anyone who comes near me. Ralph Peter-McGee especially. Sparkplug hates Ralph. That’s why he ran away from him.”

“Ooooo,” said the rest of classroom 8B again. Really, you’d think they’d come up with a better sound effect the second time round.

“I saw a dog spinning in a circle once,” said Sam Jones.

“Oh?” I said.

“At the circus,” said Sam. “It was the coolest thing. They had this pack of trained dogs that did tricks. Maybe Sparkplug used to be a circus dog?”

My brain went: bing, bing, bing! Sparkplug, a circus dog? A dog that can skateboard, high-five, waltz, wave his paw goodbye and spin in a circle? That so makes sense!

“That so makes sense!” I said — possibly loudly, because Ms Meaching walked into the room at that moment and the first thing she said was, “Shush now, Francesca, it’s time to start maths.”

It might have been time to start maths, but my brain was occupied with other calculations. Was Sam Jones right? Was Sparkplug an escaped circus dog from Franzen and Jensen’s three-ring circus? Had I figured out the answer to another one of my mysteries?

And just like that, there was a new mystery: what does a girl of mystery do when she’s not sure she wants to solve one of her mysteries any more? Because the thing is — the longer I don’t know who Sparkplug belongs to, the longer I get to keep him …
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Nine

The Heckleberry Jam Mystery

I THOUGHT HARD ABOUT that new mystery all through Ms Meaching’s maths class, and I realised something. Real detectives don’t hide from the truth — even if it means they might have to give back the best dog ever to a three-ring circus. It’s difficult being a girl of mystery sometimes.

I’d been planning to pester Mum and Dad about going to Franzen and Jensen’s. Now I had even more reason to pester. And if I was going to reunite Sparkplug with his real owners, I’d better do it soon before I lost my nerve.

Luckily, Mum finishes work early on Mondays, so I could start my campaign as soon as I got home. (Mum’s a foot doctor at the Keep Your Feet Happy clinic. Try saying “My mum’s a podiatrist and my dad’s a palaeontologist” ten times in a row — go on, I dare you.)

“Mum, can I go to the circus on Saturday with Sparkplug?” I said.

“That’s a lovely idea, Frankie. We could all go. Grandma might like to come as well.”

“Oh. Okay.” I wasn’t expecting it to be that easy. My circus campaign turned out to be one sentence long.

We hadn’t seen Grandma M since yesterday at the village hall. I think she’s gone into hiding, now that word’s out about her tattoo. She shouldn’t worry though: it means she might have been cool. Once.

Mum liked the circus idea so much she rang up Grandma M right then and there to ask if she wanted to come, but Grandma M said NO. It was such a loud NO I heard it booming out of the telephone.

“Okay, then,” said Mum, sounding huffy. “There’s no need to yell. We’ll catch up another time.”

Grandma M’s four jars of heckleberry jam were still lined up on the kitchen counter. I was examining the slimy contents with one of Dad’s magnifying glasses when I spotted another trail of ants. They were staging an invasion up the side of the bench. Was it the heckleberry jam they were trying to get? Surely not. I know ants are good at finding sugary treats, but four jars of snot jam doesn’t seem like a thing to go ant-crazy over. There’s another mystery, just like that.
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Sparkplug bounded up.

“Fancy some ants?” I said, and he licked them up. Sorted.
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The rest of the week flew by, thanks to Sparkplug. He sure makes things fun. On Tuesday we waltzed in the lounge, on Wednesday we went skateboarding with George Mahoney (George gave Sparkplug his old board — how cool is that?), on Thursday we dug holes in the garden (I didn’t mean to dig up Dad’s potatoes, oops), and on Friday we went for two walks in Salt’s Green.

On our second walk we ended up at the village hall. The Franzen and Jensen circus poster was still there, all brightly coloured and exciting-looking.

“Is that where you’re from?” I said to Sparkplug. “Franzen and Jensen’s three-ring circus?”

“Woof,” said Sparkplug. But then he wandered over to a lamp post and did a pee on it, like he wasn’t that interested.

“Guess we’ll find out tomorrow,” I said, feeling sad. I could be about to lose my new best friend.
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Ten

The Marvellous M Mystery

AND THEN IT WAS SATURDAY, circus day. I was excited and happy and sad all at the same time. Here I was, about to (possibly) solve one of my best-ever mysteries. But I loved Sparkplug — what if by the end of the day I found out who he really belonged to? Then he wouldn’t be mine any more.

Sparkplug must have known I was feeling funny, because he came up and gave me a lick with his long pink tongue.

The plan was to go to the three-ring circus show at one o’clock. But I had the fidgets. If I was about to find out that Sparkplug wasn’t my dog any more, I wanted to get it over with.

“Dad,” I said to Dad, who was reading the paper in the lounge, “Sparkplug needs to go for a walk. Can I go do that, then meet you and Mum at the circus?”

“You’re not going to get up to mischief, you and Sparkplug?” said Dad from behind his paper.

“Course not,” I said. Of course we would.

“I suppose so. Go check with Mum too.”

Dad was okay with it, and Mum was okay with it, so off we went. The circus was in Salt’s Green. It took us four minutes and five seconds to get there.

It was a proper circus, with a red-and-white stripy tent set up smack bang in the middle of the green. There was a pack of clowns outside it clowning around and, as we watched, a girl walked by in a spangly costume. All of a sudden she did a handspring. She sure was bendy.


“Oooooo,” I said. I was starting to feel excited, even though I was still worried that the circus might steal my dog.

We wandered over to the clowns. I should have picked the acrobats instead. How was I supposed to know that meeting the clowns would be the start of solving the mystery I didn’t want to solve?

“Well I never,” one of the clowns said, from underneath his big red nose. “Is that you, Ranger?”

Sparkplug said “woof”, and went up and gave the clown a lick. He even wagged his tail.

“He is a circus dog,” I said, feeling glum. I was going to have to say goodbye to my best friend ever.

I’ve never been so sad to solve a mystery.

“I guess so,” said the clown. He stuck out his hand, so I shook it. “Pleased to meet you. My name’s Gus. How did you end up with Ranger here?”

“I found him outside Ye Olde Sweet Shoppe, looking at gobstoppers.” I couldn’t look Gus in the eye. How could I compete with a pack of clowns?

“Sounds about right. You cheeky rascal,” said Gus, giving Sparkplug a rub on the head. “Pascoe, look who’s turned up? It’s Ranger!”

Another clown came over to join us. This one was wearing overalls with one of those squirty flowers pinned to one strap.

“Ranger!” Pascoe said, giving Sparkplug a rub on the head too. And then Pascoe and Sparkplug started waltzing, round and round and round.

It would have made me laugh, once, seeing a black-and-white dog waltzing with a clown in overalls. Now it made me want to cry.
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“So I guess I’ll go then.” I heaved a big sigh. “Goodbye, Sparkplug. I had the best time with you. Ever.” My eyes started feeling leaky, like the clown had gone and squirted me in the face with that flower.

Sparkplug stopped waltzing and ran over, planting himself down on the ground next to me.

“It was a treat to see Ranger again,” said Gus. “A real treat. But I’d say it looks like he’s found himself a proper owner.”

“What do you mean?” I said. “Don’t you want him back to perform in the circus?”

“Oh, Ranger never starred in the show,” said Gus. “He turned up one day and decided to travel with us for a spell. He’s a clever dog, so we taught him a thing or two while he was here.”


“I taught him how to waltz,” said Pascoe.

“And McFly taught him how to skateboard,” said Gus, waving at one of the other clowns over by the tent, who was busy juggling teapots.

“And the Ringmaster taught him the rest,” said Pascoe. “We haven’t had dogs performing at Franzen and Jensen’s for years, not since the Marvellous M left. She was before my time, but everyone says she was a miracle, a real marvel. Oh look, here comes the Ringmaster now.”

And here did come the Ringmaster. How exciting! Here I was, about to (maybe) get Sparkplug back, and about to meet the Ringmaster. Things were looking up.

The Ringmaster was wearing a black hat, a red coat and boots that came up to his knees. He had a pointy white beard and a moustache that curled up at the ends.

“Well, well, well, it’s our old travelling friend Ranger,” the Ringmaster said as he strolled up. “Looks like he’s found himself a new owner.”


“I thought you’d want him back.” I crossed my fingers and toes and hoped that he didn’t.

“As a dear friend of mine once said,” said the Ringmaster, bending down to shake Sparkplug’s paw as if he were a human, “when it comes to dogs, they choose their own masters. And there’s not much you can do about it. And that’s a fact.”

That sounded familiar. Hang on, wasn’t that what Grandma M said, when Ralph Peter-McGee turned up and tried to nick off with my dog?

“Who told you that?” It felt awfully like another mystery was stalking up on me. Really, I’m getting a bit tired of them now.

“The Marvellous M. The best dog trainer this circus ever had. She was a dear friend of mine. Her pack of greyhounds, too. Then one night, just like that, she vanished. And only a few days after we’d lost Rosco — he was the elephant trainer. Those poor old greyhounds pined for M. I did, too. It’s our biggest and saddest circus mystery. What ever happened to the Marvellous M?”


My brain started whirring as, one by one, the Grandma M mysteries whizzed through my head.
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It couldn’t be Grandma M that the Ringmaster was talking about … could it? Was Grandma M the Marvellous M, the disappearing greyhound trainer from Franzen and Jensen’s three-ring circus?

Nah, as if. Can you imagine having a grandma as cool as that?
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Eleven

More Sparkplug Solutions and the Evil Henchmen

MY MYSTERY LIST SURE was looking different now. It had solutions on it, like this:
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But best mysteries first. I was about to get stuck in to solving the best, best mystery EVER when Ralph Peter-McGee and his evil henchmen — Neil Porter, Adam Braithwaite and Albert Bottle — turned up. Oh dear.

“Look. It’s Cranky-Bum and her stupid dog Sparkplug,” said Ralph. “Let’s have some fun.”

Albert Bottle smacked a fist into his hand, like he was warming up his right hook.

I decided it was best not to stick around.

“Oh no you don’t, Cranky,” said Ralph. He grabbed me by the back of my coat. “Let’s go for a walk. Somewhere quieter.”

All the clowns and the Ringmaster had gone off to get ready for the show, so I didn’t have any of my new circus friends around to help.

But I did have Sparkplug. He started to growl: “Grrrrrrrrr!” And then he started to bark: “Woof, woof, woof!”

“Deal with the dog,” Ralph snapped to the henchmen as he dragged me around the side of the tent.

I was so busy being dragged I didn’t see what happened, but the next thing I heard was Sparkplug going “Aaaaooooooo!” The evil henchmen laughed, like they’d done something evil.

“Sparkplug, save yourself!” I yelled out. “Don’t worry about me.”

“I’d worry about you if I were you,” said Ralph, and then he let out this mad chuckle, like a villain from a TV show.


I won’t go into the details, but it was a nasty bit of business around the side of that tent. Ralph smacked me in the nose and made it bleed. It wasn’t as cool as the time I fell off the skateboard — at least that time I was having fun.

I got in a kick or two, plus I gave Ralph’s sticky-out ears a good yank. But then the evil henchmen turned up.

“We’ve dealt with the dog,” said Albert Bottle.

“What did you do to him, you rotter?” I demanded. Poor old Sparkplug. What had I gotten him into?

“What a lame dog. He’s such a wuss he ran off.” That was Neil Porter. Scum sucker.

“Come on,” said Ralph. He had me in a headlock. “I’ve got plans for Cranky. I found out where they keep the big cats.”

Big cats? Yikes. Was I going to wind up as a giant kitty treat?

Off we went, with me in a Ralph Peter-McGee headlock and evil henchmen on either side of us. Ralph seemed to know where he was going, because I started hearing hungry giant-cat noises. Like roaring. And gnashing of teeth. And then a burp. Although I think that might have been Albert Bottle — he can burp the whole alphabet in one go.

Thoughts went whizzing through my brain: where were the clowns when you needed them? How was I going to solve the Marvellous M mystery now? Was Sparkplug okay? What was the point of figuring out he was my dog if I was just going to end up as cat food?

All those whizzing thoughts made me so mad that I twisted around and stomped on Ralph Peter-McGee’s foot.

“Owww,” the sissy yelled out. He let go of me to hop up and down, so I elbowed him in the stomach for good measure.
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“I’m not scared of you lot,” I said. “You bunch of bullies. But I’d be scared if I were you. Terrified! You’re about to get in so much trouble.” I wasn’t sure what trouble, exactly, but it sounded good. Sort of threatening.

“Oooo, I’m so scared, Cranky-Bum. What are you going to do to me?” said Adam Braithwaite, pretending to shiver.

“This.” I bopped him on the nose. It started bleeding. Ha!

“Woof,” I heard then. “Woof, woof, woof!”

“Sparkplug,” I cried. He’d come back for me!


Sparkplug raced around the side of the tent and leapt straight at Ralph Peter-McGee, grabbing the hem of Ralph’s jeans in his teeth. Ralph got such a fright he fell over.

“Grrrrr,” Sparkplug said as he tugged on the jeans.

“Francesca!” I heard a new voice cry. And up bustled Grandma M.

Grandma M? What was she doing here?


“Sparkplug came to get me.” Grandma M looked at my bloody nose. “The clever dog — he must have known you were in trouble. Take that,” and she hit Ralph on the head with her handbag. “That’s for hitting my granddaughter!”

“What’s all this commotion?” said another voice. And up strolled the Ringmaster. He looked at Grandma M, as if he was seeing something puzzling. “Is it really … you?”

Grandma M drew herself up, as if she might be about to go Formidable Mildred. But then she let out a big sigh of air, like the sound you get when you let go of a half-blown-up balloon and the air whooshes out and all you’re left with is a wiggly bit of rubber.

“Yes. It’s me, Andre,” she said. “It seems like Sparkplug won’t let me hide from the truth any more. Here I am, back where I began all those many years ago.”

“The Marvellous M,” said Andre. “To think you would reappear, today of all days. Just a moment ago I was telling this lass here about you. How wonderful it is to see you again.”

He stepped forward to take her by the hands. And guess what: she let him.


So it’s true — Grandma M is the Marvellous M. But why? How? When?

“But why? How? When?” I said out loud, just as Mum and Dad arrived at my side.

“What’s going on?” said Mum.

“That’s a good question, Titania,” said Grandma M. “A question I’m overdue to answer.”









[image: Puffin standing logo]


Twelve

No More Mysteries, Nearly

BEFORE GRANDMA M COULD answer her overdue question, we had to get rid of Ralph Peter-McGee and his evil henchmen.

I decided I’d let Sparkplug do the honours. He chased them around the green twice, and the second time he bit Ralph on the bottom. Excellent.

That done, the Ringmaster showed us into his tent so we could sort out the Grandma M mysteries. They turned out to be doozies.

“I used to work as a dog trainer here at Franzen and Jensen’s. With my pack of perfect greyhounds,” said Grandma M. “Andre here was my good friend.”


“A dog trainer? At the circus?” said Mum. Her mouth fell open so wide she reminded me of my old goldfish, Finny.

“But what happened to you?” said Andre. “You were here one minute, gone the next. And so soon after Rosco left. We were so upset.”

“Rosco,” said Grandma M, looking off into the distance. “He was the reason I left. We had an affaire, you know.”

I wasn’t too sure what the fancy French word meant, but I think it might have been something rude. Because Mum said, “Mum!” and she sounded shocked.

“The thing is, Tania, Rosco was your father,” said Grandma M.

“But you said my father was a sailor. That he was lost at sea?”

“He might have been lost at sea, for all I know. But Rosco wasn’t a sailor,” said Grandma M. “He was the Franzen and Jensen elephant trainer.”

“An elephant trainer?” Mum’s mouth started opening and closing. Really, she’s a dead ringer for Finny.

“How cool is that!” I said. “Your dad’s an elephant trainer. Your mum’s a dog trainer. Sweet.”


But I don’t think Mum saw it like that. She closed her eyes and went pale. “It’s a lot to adjust to,” she said.

Dad put his hand on her shoulder.

“I thought it was better you never knew, Titania,” said Grandma M. “When Rosco ran off on me like that, I realised it was time to become respectable. What kind of life could I have given you if you’d grown up as a circus brat? No, I did the right thing. And when I left, it seemed better to leave it all behind. No more Marvellous M. Just Mildred.”

“You’ll never be just Mildred,” said Andre, giving her shoulder a squeeze.

“I took two memories with me,” added Grandma M, her face sad. She looked at Mum. “I named you Titania, after my most wonderful greyhound. And the second thing I took was my tattoo: Per volar sunata.”

“Born to soar,” said Andre, as he lifted up his sleeve to show off a tattoo on his wrist. It was like the picture on the circus poster: Per volar sunata in curly writing, with a lady on a trapeze underneath.

“Is that where your tattoo is as well, Grandma M?” I said. You’d have thought I would have noticed a tattoo on Grandma M’s wrist by now.


“Never you mind, Francesca,” said Grandma M, turning pink. “Whatever happened to my greyhounds, Andre?”

She was changing the subject. Hmm … that tattoo must be somewhere rude.

“They lived a long and happy life here at the circus, although they never performed again,” said Andre. “It wasn’t the same, after you left.”

Grandma M heaved out another sigh, and sat there looking sad. I swear I saw a tear dribble down one of her wrinkles. Which is weird: Formidable Mildred never cries.

“I’m named after a greyhound? A greyhound?” Mum did the fish-mouth thing again. I may as well stick her in a plastic bag and try to sell her at the pet shop.

“I know just the thing for a family in shock,” said Andre, standing up. “In times of crisis, why not go to the circus? I’ll magic you up the best seats in the house. Come on now. It’ll give you time to adjust.”

I don’t know why everyone seemed so worried about adjusting. It was simple, as far as I could see. Grandma M had been telling a big porkie, because she’d been pretending all Mum’s life that Mum’s dad was someone different.


“You can’t tell me off ever again, Grandma M,” I said, “because you’ve been telling the biggest porkie of them all!”

For some reason the adults found that funny. They all started laughing. Even Mum.

“Stop being silly, you lot,” I said, putting my hands on my hips. Honestly, grown-ups. “We’ve got a circus to watch.”

Sparkplug — my dog — agreed. He started spinning in a circle and said, “Woof, woof, woof.” So I took his paws in my hands and we waltzed out of the Ringmaster’s tent together.


[image: Penguin Books]



[image: Penguin Books]











[image: Puffin standing logo]


Thirteen

The Solution to the Last Little Mystery

AFTER WE WATCHED THE SHOW, Mum and Grandma M were still weird with each other.

“Give her time,” said my dad to Grandma M. “She’ll come round.”

“No I won’t,” said Mum, sounding almost like Formidable Mildred. Does that mean I’ll have to think up a Formidable-Mildred-like name for her? That would be hard — the only word I can think of that rhymes with Tania is banana.

Grandma M didn’t snap back, like I thought she would.

“I understand,” was all she said. “It’s not every day you find out your supposedly dead father used to train elephants for a living. If it makes you feel better, he was good at it. Just not so good at sticking around.”

“Harrumph,” harrumphed Mum, and she stalked off.

I’d get a telling off if I did that, but neither Grandma M nor Dad said a thing. Dad gave me a funny smile, and off we went back home with my dog (MY dog — weeeee!). We left Grandma M with Andre at the circus, which as it turns out was her old home. Weird.

As soon as we got inside I headed straight for the kitchen — all those mysteries and solutions had made me hungry. But when I opened the pantry, instead of a snack I discovered an ant invasion. They were everywhere.

“Mum, we’ve got ants in the pantry,” I called out.

“Ants,” said Mum, rushing in. “Just what I need, after a day like today.”

“Yes, ants. I thought they were after Grandma M’s heckleberry jam on the counter. But it must be something in the pantry instead.”

“Oh help,” said Mum, looking worried. “I better check something.”


She pushed me out of the way and opened up the cupboard next to the pantry. I never bother opening that cupboard — last time I looked it was full of boring things like empty jars and plastic containers.

But now it was different. The cupboard was stuffed full with heckleberry jam! There were stacks and stacks of jars. I looked closer, and it was an ant bonanza in there. They were everywhere: burrowing under fabric lids, climbing up the side of jars and having a jolly old ant party.

“I could never bring myself to throw out all that jam Mum kept bringing over,” said Mum. “But I’ve got no qualms about it now. It’ll be good therapy.”

Her eyes were alight as she went outside and hauled in our plastic rubbish bin. Then she started throwing the jam jars inside, one by one by one.

Smash!

“That’s for lying to me all my life!”

Smash!

“That’s for naming me after a greyhound!”

Smash!

“That’s for having an affaire with an elephant trainer. An elephant trainer! What kind of a dad is that?”


“A cool one, I reckon,” I said, as I threw a jam jar in too.

Smash!

This jam-jar smashing was fun.

After the last jar went in Mum did a satisfied-sounding sigh. “That was therapeutic. I feel quite restored. But I’ll have no more horrible heckleberry jam in this house. Ever!” she said.

Suits me.
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So, here we are, three and a half weeks later. Mum’s talking to Grandma M again, mostly. Last night I found Mum looking up “Rosco, elephant trainer” on the internet. Wouldn’t it be cool if she tracks him down, and I end up with an elephant-training granddad?

Sparkplug is officially my dog. We got him a new red collar and a silver tag with his name written on it. Mr Cuthbert said he couldn’t find any trace of his original owner — and besides, a dog knows when it finds its proper owner. Which turns out to be me. Me!

Meanwhile, Grandma M’s like a new grandma. She’s still waspish and snappish sometimes, but more often than not she’s … happy. She’s got a new pack of miniature greyhounds: Tiramisu, Tinkerbell and Titania the Third (Mum made a grinding sound with her teeth when she found out about that).

Grandma M’s training her greyhound pack to jump through hoops and walk about on their back paws. Sparkplug and I go and join in (I think he has a crush on Tinkerbell).

So, here I am: a girl of mystery, with a dog of mystery, with no mysteries left to solve. At least for now.

I’m sure it won’t stay that way for long.
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OUT NOW
 Book 2 in the Frankie Potts series!
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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 NOW CALLED MARVELLOUS M, AND A MYSTERY LIST THAT KEEPS GROWING.

A burglar is on the loose in Tring, and even with Sparkplug to help her, Frankie’s caseload is out of control.
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Frankie had better start solving. But is she missing some very important clues?
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One

The Janglebunt-Stealer 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 (secret tattoos, invading ants and a circus. And then I nearly got fed to the lions — pinkie swear).

This new mystery started with me lolly-inspecting at the window of Ye Olde Sweet Shoppe. That’s what detectives do. Inspect stuff. My grandma, the Marvellous M, calls it lolly-ogling. And there she was, sweeping past with her miniature greyhounds Tiramisu, Tinkerbell and Titania the Third.

“Aooo,” said Sparkplug. He has a crush on Tinks.


“Aooo,” Tinkerbell said back, looking flirty.

“Frankie,” said Marvellous M, tossing me a coin, “a bag of humbugs. See you at Salt’s Green.”

“Right you are,” I said.

She swooshed away, the greyhounds trotting behind her.

Gobstoppers used to be my favourite sweets. Now it’s janglebunts. Sticky, round, gorgeous. On my last visit to the store, Mrs Entwhistle told me she was getting in blue ones — blue! — so Sparkplug and I were back today.

I was all geared up for lolly-inspecting through the window. But someone was in the way. That someone was two centimetres taller than me, had wild black hair that looked like it could eat hairbrushes, and was busy staring in my window, at my janglebunts.

“Woof?” said Sparkplug, also wondering who this silly boy was.

“Woof,” I said back. That meant, “He better not buy my blue janglebunts.”

“Oh, hi,” said the janglebunt-stealer, turning around. He was holding a skateboard and wearing a T-shirt with a skull and crossbones on it. His hair looked even curlier from the front. “Nice dog. What’s his name?”


“Sparkplug,” I said, narrowing my eyes. Was he trying to distract me?

“Good name,” said the janglebunt-stealer. “Good for an ordinary dog. My last pet was a boa constrictor. I had to get creative for his name.”

“Oh?” I said, wondering what I would have called Sparkplug if he had been a boa constrictor. Snakerator?

Sparkplug looked disapproving. I rubbed him on the head. His fur felt warm and soft — much nicer than a snake’s head would.

“Yeah,” said the janglebunt-stealer. “When we were in Borneo. I had to leave him behind when we moved here.”

“Oh?” I said, then remembered I had already said that. “Where the heck is Borneo?”

“It’s the third-largest island in the world. It’s north of Java, west of Sulawesi and east of Sumatra.” He was looking at his fingernails like it was no big deal.

“What the heck were you doing there?” I said.

“Oh, you know. Borneo stuff. Looking after my constrictor. Hanging out in the rainforest.”

Sparkplug sighed, lay down and put his paws over his ears.


“You probably think I’m talking rubbish,” said the janglebunt-stealer. “But it’s true.”

“Prove it.”

“You’ll see.” He bent down and gave Sparkplug a rub between the ears. “See you round, Sparkplug. And you, Frankie Potts.”

He did a salute, jumped on his skateboard and scooted off.

I was left standing there with three mysteries to sort out.
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Sparkplug and I peered in the window. Phew.
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