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For Ellen and Kirsty, with love – SF


For Mum and Dad x – JB
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Prologue





If you met Elspeth Hart, dear reader, you wouldn’t think there was anything unusual about her. In fact, you would think she was quite ordinary. Elspeth was ten years old. She was a bit shorter than you are and a bit shyer than you are. She had long dark hair that never looked neat, no matter how much she brushed it.


But Elspeth Hart’s world was most unusual. She had just escaped from two kidnappers called Miss Crabb and Gladys Goulash, who had been keeping her captive in the dreadful Pandora Pants School for Show-offs.


Why had Miss Crabb and Gladys Goulash kidnapped Elspeth, I hear you ask? Well, Elspeth’s parents owned a little sweet shop and they had come up with a marvellous secret recipe for the most delicious toffee sauce in the world. Now Miss Crabb was a mean, greedy woman and she wanted to get her hands on this recipe. She wanted it more than anything, dear reader. She wanted it more than you might want a day off school or a big plate of chips for your dinner. Miss Crabb was convinced she could make millions selling the Extra-special Sticky Toffee Sauce.


But Miss Crabb hadn’t managed to get hold of Elspeth’s family recipe, because Elspeth had kept it safe. And Elspeth had even come up with a clever plan to run away, leaving Miss Crabb and her sidekick Gladys Goulash to be locked up in jail.


Elspeth had made it all the way from the Pandora Pants School for Show-offs back to her home, which was a little flat above her parents’ sweet shop. But when she got there, she found the shop and the flat dark and empty. There was no sign of Elspeth’s parents, only a note explaining that they had gone searching for her. The note said Elspeth should go straight to the police, but just before she reached the police station, she spotted a newspaper and read some very bad news indeed…
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1


The Awful Newspaper Headline





Elspeth stared at the newspaper headline in horror.


“Miss Crabb and Gladys Goulash have escaped!” she said. She whirled around and started sprinting back towards her house. Elspeth knew that the first thing Miss Crabb and Gladys Goulash would do was come looking for her parents’ precious Extra-special Sticky Toffee Sauce recipe.


Elspeth burst through the gate and raced up the steps to her front door, fumbling for her key. She shoved the key in the lock, threw open the door and rushed inside.


And then it hit her. A dreadful and familiar smell.


“Oh no,” Elspeth said under her breath. “No, no, no!”


There was only one person in the world who smelled that bad – Gladys Goulash, who hated washing and only had a bath once a year. As Elspeth ran into the living room, she discovered a trail of destruction – muddy footprints, upturned chairs, books scattered on the floor. It had to be the work of Miss Crabb.


Elspeth Hart paused. Where had she left the precious recipe? Her mind went blank for a second, then it came to her. She had put it on the mantelpiece. Elspeth ran over and looked around wildly.


Hart’s Extra-special Sticky Toffee Sauce Recipe, the one her parents had tried so hard to protect … was gone.
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Miss Crabb and Gladys Goulash had got what they wanted at last.


“How could I have been so stupid?” Elspeth cried. “I should never have let the recipe out of my sight!” The recipe was so top secret that her parents had made up a special code for the ingredients. Her mum and dad had gone to all that trouble to keep the recipe safe and now that it was gone, Elspeth felt quite lost and awfully guilty.


Elspeth gazed down at the scribbles on her trainers, feeling miserable. She trudged through the flat, looking at the chaos Miss Crabb and Gladys Goulash had caused. The kitchen window had been smashed and it looked like they’d used a ladder to climb up and get inside. In Elspeth’s room, the sheets on her bed were messed up, and her parents’ bedroom had been turned upside down. Miss Crabb and Gladys Goulash had raided the cupboards and ransacked the bathroom. They had been everywhere.


Elspeth stared at the mess and bit by bit, she didn’t feel so sad. She felt very, very vexed. I imagine you know, dear reader, that when someone does something horrible to you, you might feel sad at first. But then you might feel angry. And Elspeth was angry now.


“Right,” she said out loud. “If you two reckon you can get away with stealing my mum and dad’s top-secret recipe, you’re wrong.”


Elspeth went back into the kitchen, moving slowly this time, hunting for clues.


On the windowsill she spotted something. It was the same newspaper Elspeth had seen earlier, with the headline about Crabb and Goulash’s escape, but now it was lying open at an article about a fancy cruise ship. And it had notes scrawled all over it in Miss Crabb’s handwriting.


Miss Crabb and Gladys Goulash had been in such a rush that they had left something very interesting behind.


Elspeth’s eyes widened as she read.
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She looked up from the newspaper.


“So you’re heading to America? And you think nobody will catch you, Miss Crabb?” Elspeth muttered. “Think again. I’m getting that recipe back.”


The article said that the cruise ship was leaving on Thursday. Elspeth Hart had ONE DAY.
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2


One Very Important Day





Miss Crabb and Gladys Goulash were hurrying away from Elspeth’s house at top speed in a stolen car, planning how to get on board the HMS Unsinkable. They had done a lot of bad things in their time, from making soups full of toenail clippings to kidnapping Elspeth Hart, but this was one of their nastiest plans yet.


“Hah!” said Miss Crabb, as they zoomed on to the motorway. “A luxury trip to New York on the HMS Unsinkable. Won’t that be lovely! And when we get to America, we can start making the Extra-special Sticky Toffee Sauce and selling it for loads of money.” She shoved the recipe down the front of her jumper to keep it safe.


“Ooh, New York,” said Gladys Goulash. “Is that near York?”


Gladys Goulash was very stupid. Miss Crabb only kept her around to do all her dirty work.


“No, you fool! It’s in America – that’s a completely different country.” Miss Crabb smiled, showing her grimy false teeth. “Just the right place to set up our top-secret Extra-special Sticky Toffee Sauce factory. We’ll make millions, Gladys Goulash!”
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Gladys sniffed. “Why can’t we just fly there? Much quicker that way,” she said.


Miss Crabb stamped her foot in rage, accidentally hitting the accelerator and making the car lurch forward. “You KNOW we’ve been banned from flying ever since we started a fight on the plane back from our holiday in Spain,” she said.


“Oh yeah,” Gladys said. “The one where we tried to take that donkey home with us!”


“And in case you have forgotten, you blithering doughnut, we’re ON THE RUN!” Miss Crabb continued. “That means the police will nab us if we try to leave the country.”


“Well then,” said Gladys Goulash, “they’re not gonna let us get on a big posh boat, are they?”


“Gah!” Miss Crabb was losing her temper. But then she remembered how useful Gladys Goulash would be for doing all the hard work in her Extra-special Sticky Toffee Sauce factory while Miss Crabb lay around eating biscuits and having naps. She would have to put up with her dim-witted friend for a bit longer.


“We’re not going to buy tickets,” she said crossly. “We’re going to go on in disguise. We’re going to pretend to be the ladies who run the hair and beauty salon on the HMS Unsinkable. We’ll buy wigs so nobody can recognize us, then we’ll bluff our way on board. If that doesn’t work, I’ll shove my way on – I have very sharp elbows. And then we’ll lock the real hair and beauty ladies up in a cupboard and take their place! Eee-hee-hee!” Miss Crabb sat back, looking extremely smug.
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Elspeth raced to the train station, carrying a rucksack stuffed with some clothes and the newspaper Miss Crabb and Gladys Goulash had left behind. She knew she’d need help if she was going to get the better of Miss Crabb and Gladys Goulash, and there was only one person she could trust – her best friend, Rory Snitter. Rory had been Elspeth’s only friend when she was forced to live in the Pandora Pants School for Show-offs. The other students at the school hadn’t cared about Elspeth at all.


Elspeth knew where Rory lived, but she had no money to buy a train ticket. She paused at the station entrance to catch her breath and thought hard.


The station was packed full of people rushing to catch trains, pushing into queues and drinking cups of coffee. Elspeth was glad it was busy – it meant she could slip in between the grown-ups without being noticed. There was a train to Rory’s village leaving in five minutes, so Elspeth headed towards the platform, hoping she might be able to talk her way on board without a ticket, but there were barriers in the way.


“Excuse me, please can I get on the train? My mum’s on it already. She’s got our tickets,” Elspeth said to a ticket inspector. She crossed her fingers behind her back.


“A likely tale,” said the ticket inspector. He scowled down at Elspeth. “I’ve had enough of kids like you mucking about. Summer holidays start and this place is over-run. I ought to report you!”
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Elspeth’s eyes widened. “Please don’t report me,” she squeaked. “I’ll go home at once. Sorry!” Elspeth scurried away as fast as she could. But she didn’t go home. Elspeth Hart didn’t give up that easily. She hid behind a coffee stall and waited.


From her hiding place she could see that people were lifting bikes and big suitcases into the luggage carriage at the very end of the train. If Elspeth could just sneak in there, she wouldn’t need a ticket at all. But she still had to get through those barriers.


“Unless…” she said to herself.


Elspeth waited until the ticket inspector was busy helping someone else, then she followed a man with a bike who was striding towards the barriers. As soon as the gate opened to let him through, Elspeth hurried behind and followed him towards the luggage carriage, trying to look casual. She was desperate to make a run for it, but that would only draw attention to her. Once the man had loaded in his bike and turned away, Elspeth leaped into the luggage carriage and hurried to the darkest corner.


“All aboard!” cried the train guard. Elspeth shrank back into the shadows as he peered into the luggage carriage, then the door slammed closed. Elspeth heard the faint sound of the train’s whistle and they started to move. They were off.


Elspeth let out a long sigh of relief, then she looked around. It was dark in the luggage carriage, with just a chink of light coming from a high-up window. She found herself a fat suitcase to sit on and leaned her head against the side of the carriage, closing her eyes and letting the rhythm of the train soothe her.


She couldn’t stop thinking about her parents and the note they had left her:
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The other side of the world could be anywhere. Her parents must have written the note in a hurry, before they had a proper idea of where they were going. Where could they be?


When Elspeth thought about her parents looking for her in some strange place that she had never even been to, she felt very sad and very small.


Then she opened her eyes and told herself to be strong. She would find her parents one day – she had to. But for now, she just had one mission – to get that recipe back.


Elspeth couldn’t let Miss Crabb and Gladys Goulash win.
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