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Chapter One

“Whoooo!”

The four Kirrin cousins pelted down the steep pavement on a homemade street-sled, weaving in and out of lamp-posts, dustbins and pedestrians. A handsome black, brown and white dog tore on ahead of them.

“Timmy,” Jo yelled, her dark brown hair whipping round her face, “don’t get too far ahead! I don’t want you getting lost!”

They flew around a corner, steering a little helplessly. Mrs Kluck, a local Falcongate resident, had the misfortune to be hurrying along the pavement carrying groceries. Unwittingly, she stepped straight into the path of the sled. Seeing the kids approaching at speed, she froze.

“Go to the right, Mrs Kluck!” Dylan yelled, straightening his skew-whiff glasses with one hand as he steered left with the other.

Mrs Kluck frantically moved to her right, her eyes still glued to the fast-approaching sled.

“No!” yelled Max. His blond fringe stood straight up in the oncoming wind. “Our right!”

The cousins turned harder to their left. Mrs Kluck ran a little faster, still heading to her right.

CRASSHH!

Everyone skidded at once into a pile of autumn leaves that had been carefully raked into a pile on the pavement by a quiet-looking gentleman. The gentlemen studied the crash quizzically, then started raking all over again.

“Sorry about that, Mrs Kluck,” Allie panted, brushing leaves off her long blond hair. “We zigged when you zagged.”

“Quick, help me up,” said Mrs Kluck feebly, holding out her hand to Max. “My Smidgie!”

“I don’t know what your Smidgie is,” Max said, taking her hand carefully, “but if you injured it you might not want to get up right away.”

“Smidgie is my precious puppy!” Mrs Kluck wailed.

Max struggled to help the generously built woman to her feet, but Mrs Kluck tumbled back into the leaves.

“Oooh!” Mrs Kluck squealed.

With a sigh, the tight-lipped gentleman resumed his raking for a third time.

“Here,” Jo offered, staring around at the scattered shopping, “let us get your groceries.” She hunkered down to examine something. “I hope you like omelettes,” she added, and lifted a carton of eggs that were liberally seeping egg yolks.

“I lost track of time gossiping in the shop,” Mrs Kluck exclaimed, struggling to get to her feet, “and Smidgie needs to be fed at precise times during the day. Oooh …”

Mrs Kluck tumbled back into the leaves once again. The raking gentleman turned a delicate shade of puce, and began moving his rake a little more fiercely. Dylan joined Max to help hoist the woman up, while Allie scrambled around on the pavement with Jo, picking up the groceries.

“… otherwise he has bad dreams about being chased by vengeful postmen,” Mrs Kluck continued, still talking about her puppy. She almost overbalanced for the fourth time, but the gentleman with the rake was quick on the uptake and managed to prop her up before she hit his leaves again.

“Oooo-K,” said Jo, standing up with her arms full of shopping. “Well, there’s your house. Why don’t we come in and—” She peered into the grocery bag and grimaced— “glue your crackers back together.”

“She’s nimble for an older woman,” Dylan observed, as the cousins followed the wheezing, trotting lady to the door of her flat.

Jo opened the door for Mrs Kluck and looked inside. “Um,” she said, hefting the shopping into a more comfortable position, “do you have furniture, Mrs Kluck?”

“Of course,” Mrs Kluck replied in surprise.

“Then I’m afraid you’ve been robbed,” Jo said.

She opened the door wider to reveal Mrs Kluck’s flat. The whole place was empty.

“Ooooh …” Mrs Kluck made a funny gasping noise and fainted backwards into Dylan’s arms.
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Dylan tried his best to hold her up. “She’s heavy, too …” he wheezed as he sank under Mrs Kluck’s weight.


Chapter Two

Jo, Allie and Max quickly scanned the flat while Dylan struggled to prop up the semi-conscious Mrs Kluck.

“Another robbery?” Jo frowned. “This is the third one in Falcongate this week.”

“Check for clues,” Max said. “Anything out of the ordinary.”

“I’m getting squashed here,” panted Dylan as the others pushed past him and went inside the flat. “That’s not ordinary.”

Allie ran back with a magazine to fan Mrs Kluck. “Ooh, I hope her Smidgie’s all right,” she said anxiously.

“Smidgie!” shouted Mrs Kluck, pushing out of Dylan’s arms and standing bolt upright before darting into the flat.

“Looks like they got all the furniture,” Jo said, staring around the empty living room.

“They’re valuable antiques!” Mrs Kluck wailed, pressing her hands to her face. “Smidgie – where are you?” She paled. “Oh! Check the biscuit jar!”

In the kitchen, Max checked a biscuit jar. “He’s not in here,” he said, staring sadly at the empty insides. “And the robbers got all the biscuits. These are bad, bad people.”

“That jar’s where I hide all my money!” Mrs Kluck screamed. “It’s all gone!”

“So then,” said Max, glancing around the flat with interest, “maybe she keeps some biscuits in the pantry …”

“I don’t see Smidgie!” shouted Mrs Kluck, wild-eyed and running around the flat like a frantic hen. “What if they got him too?!”

“Maybe he ran out when the thieves came in,” Allie suggested.

Mrs Kluck looked a little calmer. “If he just ran off, I can find him,” she said hopefully. “He has an ID chip in his shoulder – the vet just put it there.”

Timmy sniffed at a small drawer in a cupboard tucked into the corner. Then he barked. Jo ran to open the drawer. Inside was a tiny puppy, shivering and blinking up at her.

Jo smiled broadly, and patted Timmy on the neck. “Who needs an ID chip when you’ve got Timmy?” she said.

Mrs Kluck rushed to the drawer and scooped out the puppy. “Smidgie!!” she gasped, covering the little dog with kisses. “Oh my little cupcake! Who’s the most wonderful dog in the whole wide world?”

“Well,” said Jo in a low voice to Allie, “Timmy is, but Mrs Kluck’s had a tough day.” she knelt down and took Timmy’s shaggy head in her hands. “Don’t you ever get lost, Timmy,” she instructed. “I couldn’t stand it.”

“Oh, my little Smidgie-widgie,” Mrs Kluck crooned, nuzzling her puppy shamelessly.

“Ew,” said Allie.

“Yuk,” Jo agreed, watching Mrs Kluck with a revolted expression on her face. “Tell me about it.”

Allie shook her head. “No,” she said. “I mean – look. I think the thieves scared Smidgie so much that he …dropped something.”

She pointed at a little black pellet lying on some newspaper on the floor beside Smidgie’s water dish. Max picked up the pellet and popped it in his mouth.

“Gross!” shouted Jo, Allie and Dylan, all looking appalled.

“Un-gross,” Max corrected. “It’s black liquorice.”

“Double gross!!” Dylan shrieked. “What?” he protested as the others looked at him. “I prefer red. It’s the perfect food.”

“I don’t care for it in any colour,” said Mrs Kluck, caressing Smidgie. “That’s why I never keep any in my house.”

There was a pause. Jo flung up her hand and pointed at Max.

“Wait!” she said. “The robbers might have left that! You’re eating evidence!”

Max stopped mid-chew as Jo thrust her hand into his mouth and removed the liquorice.

“Great,” said Dylan, staring at the pulpy mass in Jo’s fingers. “The fingerprints got all sucked off.”

“Try checking my tongue for prints,” Max suggested, sticking his tongue out. “Quick!” he mumbled. “Before they dissolve!”

He whipped out a magnifying glass and offered it to his cousins. When no one took the magnifying glass from him, he tried to check his own tongue, without success.

“Maybe we should look around town for someone with black teeth,” said Allie. “Like that undead guy in the zombie movie.” She put on a zombie face, extended her arms and shuffled around.

“You look like my grandfather heading for the loo in the middle of the night,” said Max, lowering the magnifying glass.

The cousins stared at Mrs Kluck and Smidgie. They were wrapped in a blissful cuddle, crooning at each other. It was a very soppy sight.

“I think these two want to be alone,” Jo observed.
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